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Anton Shekhovtsov

In April 2022, almost two months after the start of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, 
Russian authorities arrested our good friend and former colleague Vladimir Kara-Murza. 
The initial reports suggested that Vladimir was arrested for telling the truth about Russia’s 
unprovoked and unjustified aggression against Ukraine—truth that the Putin regime had 
criminalized with the help of the war censorship laws adopted on March 4, 2022.

As an outspoken and uncompromising critic of Russian authoritarianism and aggres-
sive international activities, Vladimir was sadly an obvious target for the Kremlin, which had 
already made two attempts, in 2015 and 2017, to assassinate him through poisoning.1 And 
since Vladimir discussed Russia’s intentional destruction of Ukraine’s civilian infrastructure in 
his address to the Arizona House of Representatives on March 15, 2022,2 the Putin regime 
decided to get rid of one of its most prominent critics in a different manner, by arresting him.

Since then, the Kremlin has twice expanded the charges against Vladimir. In July 2022, 
his lawyer reported that Vladimir was accused of “carrying out activities of an undesirable 
organization,” with an explicit reference to the workings of the Free Russia Foundation (FRF, 
designated as an “undesirable” organization by the Russian government in June 2019), 
although Vladimir had left the FRF in August 2021.3 Furthermore, in early October 2022, 
new ridiculous yet grave charges of high treason were filed against Vladimir,4 carrying up 
to 20 years in prison if convicted.

But the Kremlin was apparently not the only regime doing its best to undermine Vladi-
mir’s pro-democracy international work.

In mid-May 2021, Serbian Interior Minister Aleksandar Vulin paid a two-day visit to 
Russia, where he met, in particular, with Nikolai Patrushev, one of Putin’s closest allies and 
Secretary of the Security Council of the Russian Federation. According to the official ac-
count of the meeting, “Patrushev expressed great willingness to continue cooperating with 
Serbia” and supported the collaborative work of Russian and Serbian security structures. In 
his turn, Vulin assured Patrushev that Serbia, under the leadership of President Aleksandar 
Vučić, would “not join the anti-Russian hysteria” and would “not introduce sanctions against 
Russia,” adding that Serbia would “remain a militarily neutral country.”5

What the official account of Vulin’s Moscow meeting failed to mention was that, ac-
cording to the independent Serbian newspaper Danas, Vulin gave Patrushev recordings of 
the conversations held at a seminar organized by Russian opposition figures in Belgrade in 
early May 2021.6 The seminar, which hosted, among others, Vladimir Kara-Murza and An-
drey Pivovarov of the Open Russia pro-democracy group (designated as “undesirable” in 

1  “Vladimir Kara-Murza Tailed by Members of FSB Squad Prior to Suspected Poisonings,” Bellingcat (website), 
February 11, 2021, https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-europe/2021/02/11/vladimir-kara-murza-tailed-by-
members-of-fsb-squad-prior-to-suspected-poisonings/.
2  “Statement on Vladimir Kara-Murza,” McCain Institute (website), October 7, 2022, https://www.mccaininstitute.
org/resources/in-the-news/statement-on-vladimir-kara-murza/. 
3  Vadim Prokhorov, “Novoe ugolovnoe delo v otnoshenii Vladimira Kara-Murzy”, 
Facebook (website), July 27, 2022, https://www.facebook.com/1540539518/posts/
pfbid0Z3JjRwFp5X22Jcobpa3m7mEr5YvNwUdC617GeveZuBxFkF38dQekgFPXrwsz8ftCl.
4  “Vladimiru Kara-Murze pred’yavili obvinenie v gosizmene za publichnuyu kritiku Kremlya v Vashingtone, Lissabone 
i Helsinki,” Novaya gazeta, October 6, 2022, https://novayagazeta-eu.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/novayagazeta.eu/
amp/articles/2022/10/06/tass-vladimiru-kara-murze-prediavili-obvinenie-v-gosizmene-news. 
5  “Ministar Vulin: Srbiya i Rusiya streteshki partneri i iskreni priyateli,” Ministry of Interior of the Republic of Serbia 
(website), May 14, 2021, http://www.mup.gov.rs/wps/poc/!ut/p/wcm/oid:b73d71ef-c6e8-43e9-a042-
ba18d1b980f7. 
6  https://www.danas.rs/vesti/politika/vulin-i-patrusev-srbija-i-rusija-zajedno-protiv-obojenih-revolucija/. 
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Russia in 2017), was presumably wiretapped by the Serbian Security Intelligence Agency. 
Just two weeks after Vulin’s meeting with Patrushev, who reportedly thanked the former for 
the delivered recordings, Russian authorities arrested Pivovarov at St. Petersburg’s Pulkovo 
Airport, forcing him to disembark from a flight to Warsaw.7 In July 2022, Pivovarov would 
be sentenced to four years in prison on charges of “undesirable” activities.

More than a month after the revelations of Danas quoted by Vladimir Kara-Murza in 
his blog,8 Vulin denied having given Patrushev any materials on the Belgrade meeting and 
threatened Vladimir—but not, oddly, the Serbian newspaper that was the original public 
source of the revelations—with lawsuits in Serbian and Russian courts.9 Despite his appar-
ent exasperation, Vulin did not follow up on his threats to sue Vladimir.

While Vulin is widely known for his ultranationalist and hardline pro-Russian positions, 
his stances are far from marginal in Serbia and are simply a slightly more radical version 
of the mainstream views of the Serbian political elites. President Vučić himself prefers to 
strengthen and deepen friendships with authoritarian and illiberal leaders such as Vladimir 
Putin, Xi Jinping, and Viktor Orbán, rather than with the liberal-democratic establishment of 
the European Union that Serbia seeks (at least, officially) to join.

Naturally, Vučić’s behavior—official commitment (lip service?) to Serbia’s European 
integration while flirting with Eurosceptics and outright enemies of the EU—can be ex-
plained by Serbian elites’ willingness to continue playing a double or perhaps even triple 
game by trying to obtain resources from politically opposite forces in order to secure the 
stability of their regime. However, in the final analysis, only foreign authoritarian regimes 
are benefiting from this game, which makes Serbian society even more conducive to au-
thoritarian, illiberal, and dictatorial politics, thus leading Serbia further away from the EU.

At the same time, despite the fact that Serbia remains one of the most pro-Russian 
countries in Europe, and its political elites show no desire to change this status quo, Rus-
sia sustains efforts to consolidate its malign influence in Serbia. In this Special Issue, we 
spotlight four areas where Russia’s presence is not only clearly visible, but also politically 
prominent: energy politics, the military domain, the cultural sphere, and Russian media op-
erating in Serbia.10 It remains to be seen whether Serbian political elites would be willing 
to make a pro-EU turn were Russian influence to be weakened for whatever reason, but it 
is doubtful that genuinely pro-democratic developments are possible in Serbia as long as 
Russia retains its malign influence there.

7  “Former Head of Opposition Group Open Russia Reportedly Removed from Flight, Detained,” The Moscow Times, 
May 31, 2021, https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/05/31/former-head-of-opposition-group-open-russia-
reportedly-removed-from-flight-detained-a74062. 
8  Vladimir Kara-Murza, “Delo mezhgosudarstvennoy vazhnosti,” Echo Moskvy, December 7, 2021, https://web.
archive.org/web/20211207161625/https://echo.msk.ru/blog/karamurza/2948194-echo/. 
9  “Glava MVD Serbii progrozil Vladimiru Kara-Murze sudebnym iskom,” RIA Novosti, January 12, 2022, https://
ria.ru/20220112/serbiya-1767536048.html. 
10  All four contributions were finished before the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022.

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/05/31/former-head-of-opposition-group-open-russia-reportedly-removed-from-flight-detained-a74062
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/05/31/former-head-of-opposition-group-open-russia-reportedly-removed-from-flight-detained-a74062
https://web.archive.org/web/20211207161625/https://echo.msk.ru/blog/karamurza/2948194-echo/
https://web.archive.org/web/20211207161625/https://echo.msk.ru/blog/karamurza/2948194-echo/
https://ria.ru/20220112/serbiya-1767536048.html
https://ria.ru/20220112/serbiya-1767536048.html
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INTRODUCTION

Freedom of speech and freedom of the press in Ser-
bia has been increasingly under attack. According to Re-
porters Without Borders, as of 2021, the country ranks 
93rd in the world in the Freedom of Speech Index, while 
in 2016 its position was 59th. Among European Union 
(EU) member and candidate countries, Serbia is one of 
three countries with the lowest ratings in recent years: the 
situation is worse only in Montenegro (104th line in the 
rating) and Bulgaria (112th line).

Like many countries, Serbia has a widespread cul-
ture of watching television. For example, in 2018, the av-
erage citizen of the country spent five and a half hours 
in front of a screen every day. Serbia is ranked second 
highest in Europe for this indicator. Print media outlets, 
while having successfully adopted digital platforms, are 
still widely popular. The newspapers and magazines are 
accessible for the average person with easily readable 
layouts and writing styles, while maintaining a high level 
of analysis. There are very few specialized or profession-
al media outlets in Serbia, which tend to have small audi-
ences. Most of the media platforms, except for a handful, 
do not publish critical materials about the Serbian presi-
dent, his party, or the government.

The London-based human rights organization Article 
19 released its April 2021 report, Media Freedom and 
Journalists’ Safety in Serbia. According to the authors, 
“Serbia’s media environment is radically divided into in-
dependent and pro-government media, reflecting a split 
in the country’s social and political environment: fewer 
and fewer independent journalists are covering topics 

of public interest. Media freedom is further undermined 
by the general attitude of Serbian ruling politicians, es-
pecially at the local level: they communicate only with 
media and journalists who support their political program 
and avoid criticism from independent journalists in order 
to maintain their credibility in the eyes of the public. In-
dependent media often cannot attend interviews with 
such politicians and therefore cannot present their point 
of view.”1

Based on this analysis, it is imperative to understand 
the full scope and effect of the presence of Russian state 
media like Sputnik in Serbia and the surrounding coun-
tries.

As of 2016, there are 33 people working in the Ser-
bian editorial office of the Sputnik, which is owned by the 
international media agency MIA Rossiya Segodnya. The 
online platform contains stories on the latest news in Ser-
bia, Russia, and across the world and reports on topics 
like politics, economics, sports, and society. In addition, 
the editorial board is working on a radio show, is devel-
oping a YouTube channel, and rents airtime at Belgrade-
based radio stations Studio B and Radio Novosti.

1  “Medijske slobode i bezbednost novinara u Srbiji,” Article 
19, April 26, 2021, https://www.ecpmf.eu/wp-content/
uploads/2021/05/Mission-Report-Serbia-SERB.pdf.

ABOUT AUTHOR 

Margarita Didke
A Ukrainian-born Russian political analyst

https://www.ecpmf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Mission-Report-Serbia-SERB.pdf
https://www.ecpmf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Mission-Report-Serbia-SERB.pdf
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LEGAL STATUS AND SALARIES 
OF EMPLOYEES

In Serbia, according to the Law on Mass Media, “the 
right to publish is regulated by law” (Article 33).2 There 
is a state media registry, and individuals or businesses 
that are media publishers are legally obligated to register 
with it. The law also outlines fines for publishing media 
without registration in the registry and without the nec-
essary statistics: from 50 to 150 thousand dinars (about 
430-1300 euros) for individuals; from 100 thousand to 1 
million dinars (about 855-8550 euros) for legal entities.

Sputnik is not included in the registry. The legally re-
quired information about the outlet’s output data is avail-
able on the agency’s website, but it is listed incompletely. 
For example, instead of the registration number of Sput-
nik-Serbia, the Serbian media registry lists the registration 
number of MIA Rossiya Segodnya, also known as Rus-
sia Today), the Federal Service for Supervision of Com-
munications, Information Technology and Mass Media 
(Roskomnadzor) of the Russian Federation is listed as the 
registration body.

A search in the register of economic entities in Serbia 
yielded no results, so based on the information in the reg-
isters, Sputnik does not have a legal entity in Serbia. In 
2016, the editor-in-chief of the outlet described the legal 
situation around Sputnik as follows: “We, as a represen-
tative office, have no bank accounts. We get our salaries 
from Moscow. That is, we have a studio and a salary — 
and it is up to us to decide how to conduct editorial policy 
and create a program. None of the staff works all the 
time, but only for a certain period of time, i.e. everyone, 
including me, has annual contracts. This is the general 
trend in media around the world.”3

In addition to the Law on Mass Media, Serbia has 
a law regarding digital media, which established the 
Regulatory Body for Electronic Media (REM), as well 
as a register (in this case, a non-governmental one) of 
digital media outlets. Sputnik, Rossiya Segodnya, and 
similar media sources cannot be found in the register - 

2  “Zakon o javnom informisanju i medijima,” Paragraf Lex 
(website), https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon_o_javnom_
informisanju_i_medijima.html.
3  “Reporteri Globusa u najjačem ruskom glasilu na Balkanu 
– Sputnik, Putinova medijska centrala u Srbiji: ‘Da, financiraju 
nas Rusi, plaće stižu iz Moskve’,” Globus, December 10, 2016, 
https://www.jutarnji.hr/globus/svijet/reporteri-globusa-u-
najjacem-ruskom-glasilu-na-balkanu-sputnik-putinova-medijska-
centrala-u-srbiji-da-financiraju-nas-rusi-place-stizu-iz-moskve-
5373991.

apparently, MIA Rossiya Segodnya is not registered in 
this case either. The law stipulates a fine from 2-3 mil-
lion dinars (about 17,000-25,500 euros) for providing 
electronic media services to legal entities (Article 107) 
and a fine from 150,000-200,000 dinars (about 1,300-
1,700 euros) for individuals responsible. In addition, the 
authorities have the right to prohibit an individual from 
providing digital media distribution services for one to 
three years. The authors of Article 19 confirm the situation 
around digital media regulation: “The regulatory body 
for electronic media (REM) is very ineffective and highly 
politicized: the mission found that recent changes in the 
composition of the REM have led to only superficial re-
sults aimed at improving the body’s image in the eyes of 
international partners. Decisions are often ignored and 
rarely implemented.”4

The working conditions at Sputnik were initially at-
tractive. “People even left their regular jobs to go to Sput-
nik. It seemed to them that they would be better off here. 
The working conditions here are nicer than in the indus-
try, and the same can be said about salaries. People are 
excited to work here,”5 said Ljubinka Milincic, editor-in-
chief. Journalists in Serbia and across the region receive 
relatively low salaries, with average employees earning 
around 350 euros per month in 2019. Only the employ-
ees of the country’s main broadcaster, RTS, received an 
average of about 500 euros per month, an amount 7% 
higher than the average salary in Serbia at the time. 34% 
of journalists worked more than just one job. Judging by 
Milincic’s statement, as well as by MIA Rossiya Segod-
nya’s budgets, the agency could indeed offer employ-
ees good benefits and be a very competitive employer 
in Serbia.

In a 2017 Financial Times article, journalist Andrew 
Byrne reported that the annual budget of the BBC Bel-
grade studio with 20 employees for 2018 is about 600 
thousand pounds, inviting readers to infer the budgets of 
Sputnik with more than 30 employees.6 According to the 
same data, the deputy editor-in-chief of Sputnik, Uros 
Bobic, worked in the Belgrade office of the BBC until 
2011. Andrew Byrne claims: “Sputnik’s journalists earn 
many times more than they could earn at newspapers 
in Serbia and say they can do their jobs freely without 
interference.”7

4  “Medijske slobode i bezbednost novinara u Srbiji.”
5  “Reporteri Globusa u najjačem ruskom glasilu na Balkanu.”
6  “Kremlin-Backed Media Adds to Western Fears in Balkans,” 
Financial Times, March 19, 2017, https://www.ft.com/
content/3d52cb64-0967-11e7-97d1-5e720a26771b.
7  “Kremlin-Backed Media Adds to Western Fears in Balkans.”

https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon_o_javnom_informisanju_i_medijima.html
https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon_o_javnom_informisanju_i_medijima.html
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https://www.jutarnji.hr/globus/svijet/reporteri-globusa-u-najjacem-ruskom-glasilu-na-balkanu-sputnik-putinova-medijska-centrala-u-srbiji-da-financiraju-nas-rusi-place-stizu-iz-moskve-5373991
https://www.jutarnji.hr/globus/svijet/reporteri-globusa-u-najjacem-ruskom-glasilu-na-balkanu-sputnik-putinova-medijska-centrala-u-srbiji-da-financiraju-nas-rusi-place-stizu-iz-moskve-5373991
https://www.jutarnji.hr/globus/svijet/reporteri-globusa-u-najjacem-ruskom-glasilu-na-balkanu-sputnik-putinova-medijska-centrala-u-srbiji-da-financiraju-nas-rusi-place-stizu-iz-moskve-5373991
https://www.ft.com/content/3d52cb64-0967-11e7-97d1-5e720a26771b
https://www.ft.com/content/3d52cb64-0967-11e7-97d1-5e720a26771b
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RADIO SPUTNIK

Radio Sputnik in Serbia is the only editorial office of 
the agency outside of Russia that broadcasts online radio 
in the local language. Radio programs are also broad-
cast in Moldova, Lithuania, and Latvia, but they are in 
Russian and are broadcasted from Moscow.

Meanwhile, the format of radio broadcasting in Ser-
bia is impressive: full-fledged news broadcasting with 
long-form articles, numerous exclusive commentaries on 
international and domestic news, and a good layout and 
sound quality. The broadcasting is 24/7, and most of 
the schedule is taken up by reruns of recent YouTube epi-
sodes with key contributors to the editorial team. Broad-
casting is done both through the Sputnikportal and in the 
agency’s app. Unfortunately, it is difficult to assess the 
scope of the online radio’s audience specifically, but ap-
parently its share in Serbian broadcasting is not signifi-
cant. There are no advertisements on the radio.

AUDIENCE

Daily traffic to the agency’s website is a little over 
100,000 visitors, and monthly traffic is about 1 million. 
On average, users browse about 3.5 pages per ses-
sion. In 2016, shortly after Sputnik was launched, it was 
viewed by over 50,000 people. Since then, the share of 
Internet users in the country has increased by about 20%, 
and the agency’s platforms receive a growing number of 
views from Serbian citizens and those living across the 
region. These visitors are likely residents of the Republic 
of Srpska (part of the Federation of Bosnia and Herze-
govina), Montenegro, and parts of Macedonia. These 
countries are not covered by MIA Rossiya Segodnya’s 
media projects, their residents are Serbian-speaking who 
are close in their mentality and culture to the Serbs, and 
many of them sincerely love Russia. In addition, there 
are large diasporas of Serbs living in Europe and in the 
United States, so it is not unusual that they occupy the top 
third and fourth positions in views of news sites in Serbia.

The content of the Sputnik Serbia portal was already 
being cited over 200 times per day only a year after its 
launch (apparently, this figure included links on social 
media — the article does not indicate the direct source of 
the data).8 In the beginning of 2022, the number of active 

8  “Reporteri Globusa u najjačem ruskom glasilu na Balkanu.”

links to the site was about 25,000 and did not change 
significantly from a year ago.9 Between 5-15 links were 
added weekly. The exception to this was the period from 
early December 2021 until mid-February 2022, osten-
sibly in relation to the escalation of the conflict between 
Russian leaders with NATO countries and Ukraine. Dur-
ing these months, the number of links to the Sputnik web-
site increased by 15-35 every week. However, many of 
them were redirected from the website of another one of 
MIA Rossiya Segodnya’s media assets, RIA Novosti, so 
it is quite difficult to accurately assess the impact of the 
agency on the Serbian media environment.

At the time of writing, Sputnik’s Facebook page has 
241,000 followers and the agency’s Twitter account has 
25,600 readers. Sputnik has 9,150 followers on Insta-
gram, and its Telegram channel had 5,816 readers.

COMPETITORS

It cannot be said that the size of Sputnik’s audience 
in Serbia is large compared to other media in the country. 
The websites of popular printed outlets have significantly 
more visitors per day. For example, the tabloid Blic (blic.rs) 
reaches about 1.2 million people per day, its competitor 
Kurir (kurir.rs) — 1.8 million visitors. The Novosti.rs portal 
has 460,000 visitors per day, Srbija Danas (srbijadanas.
com) — over 580,000, nova.rs — about 230,000, and 
Politika (politika.rs) — over 100,000. The website of 
Serbia’s largest TV and radio holding and news agency 
RTS (rts.rs) has almost 190,000 daily visitors. Similarly, 
independent media also have a large audience: the 
website of the TV channel and portal N1 is visited by 
270,000 users daily, and the online version of the 
newspaper Danas (danas.rs) by 290,000 individuals. 
In addition to websites, most of the above-mentioned 
media outlets have print or radio versions, while other 
Serbian media outlets are available in print only.

9  Analytical service “External Links”, https://ru.megaindex.
com/backlinks/rs.sputniknews.com.

https://ru.megaindex.com/backlinks/rs.sputniknews.com
https://ru.megaindex.com/backlinks/rs.sputniknews.com
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EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

Ljubinka Milincic, the editor-in-chief of Sputnik 
Serbia, was born in Kosovo in November 1952. In the 
1990s, she was the editor of the partisan newspaper of 
the Democratic Party of Serbia, Demokratija. Milincic is 
a translator from Russian into Serbian—she has translat-
ed more than 50 books, including works by Alexander 
Solzhenitsyn, Lyudmila Ulitskaya, Yevgeny Evtushenko, 
Daniil Granin, Dmitry Bykov. In 2012, Ljubinka Milincic 
won the Miloš Đurić Award, the highest award for Ser-
bian translation. She is also the author of several books 
from The Best Works of Sergei Yesenin to such provoca-
tive works as The Putin Phenomenon: The Self-Created 
Man, and Vladimir Putin: My Struggle for Kosovo. The 
last book contains interesting chapter titles, such as “Yelt-
sin’s Russia,” “Putin’s Era,” “The Oligarchs,” “Foreign 
Policy,” “The Army,” and “The New Image of the State”.

In the early 2000s, Milincic worked briefly in Mos-
cow as cultural attaché (or, according to other sources, 
press attaché) at the Serbian Embassy in Russia and later 
as a correspondent for the Serbian media outlets NIN, 
RTS, and others. She spent a total of 13 years in Russia, 
from 2002-2015, and returned to Serbia to become 
editor-in-chief of Sputnik Serbia, when the agency was 
launched.

The very next year, Milincic was first listed among 
Serbia’s most influential people by one of the country’s 
most popular tabloids, Blic, and stayed there for at least 
two years. Sputnik’s arrival in Serbia was warmly wel-
comed. “...the Serbian state supports our work, and this 
is very important for us. Because I think Sputnik Serbia 
is the only foreign media that has been welcomed here 
with open arms. When we started our work, my first con-
versation was with the country’s president [then Tomislav 
Nikolic], who said: ‘Welcome, Sputnik, I wish you all 
the best!’ This continues to this day. We work in a very 
friendly environment,” said Sputnik editor-in-chief Ljubi-
nka Milincic in an interview with RIA FAN, a federal news 
agency associated with oligarch Yevgeny Prigozhin.

Milincic’s statement in a 2016 interview with the 
Croatian media outlet Globus (Jutarnji list) at the dawn 
of the agency’s activities in Serbia is still true today: “In 
Serbian public opinion, the Russian factor is on the rise. 
We are seen as really essential, that’s why we succeed-
ed. Among all Sputnik editorial boards, ours is the easiest 
here. Other countries block their accounts or close [our] 

media outlets altogether, such as Turkey.”10 This state-
ment, in conjunction with the role of the Balkan region in 
the European security system and the “big geopolitical 
trades” of late 2021-early 2022, demonstrates that the 
media is a significant factor in pro-Russian politics in the 
Western Balkan countries.

Milincic’s views on the professional work of the me-
dia are quite specific: “... if we, Sputnik, are propagan-
da, then the world’s media even more so. Because in any 
media we see what those in power want to show us. All 
media outlets today are propaganda,”11 she says, as if 
announcing her media outlet as a party in the hybrid war 
and hinting that the principles of independent journalism 
do not apply to Sputnik.

On Sputnik’s YouTube channel, Ljubinka Milincic 
hosts a weekly half-hour program “My View on Rus-
sia,” two or three times per week, augmented by short 
8–10-minute clips with the same title. The number of 
views of Milincich’s half-hour weekly YouTube videos is 
usually at least 40,000, with individual videos garnering 
up to 80,000 views, while shorter videos usually get up 
to 15,000-25,000 views. Among the topics of the pro-
grams are digressions into the history of Russia, Russian 
foreign policy news, as well as anti-American plots and 
conspiracy theories. There are also some blatantly false 
headlines like, “Does Biden Want to Return Alaska to Pu-
tin?”

The most prominent video is entitled, “Navalny’s de-
vious plan to take out Putin” (53,000 views),12 released 
after Alexei Navalny’s arrest in 2021 and the protests that 
followed. In the video, the editor-in-chief of Sputnik com-
mented on the oppositionist’s investigation into, “A Pal-
ace for Putin”, claiming that the absurd building couldn’t 
possibly belong to the Russian president. According to 
Ljubinka Milincic, his taste is much more refined, and 
the palace belongs to one of the Russian oligarchs who 
rose “from the dirt to the riches.” As a journalist, she has 
personally been to Putin’s residence in Novo-Ogaryovo 
and claims that his residence is “absolutely devoid of any 
luxury.” She accused Navalny’s associates of luring chil-
dren aged 12-15 into the streets in early 2021 with bright 
pictures and appealing to them on social media. Accord-

10  “Reporteri Globusa u najjačem ruskom glasilu na Balkanu.”
11  “Glava agentstva Sputnik-Serbiya: Nikogda ne proshchu 
SShA slezinki moego rebyonka,” RIA Fan, June 27, 2019, https://
riafan.ru/1190556-glava-agentstva-sputnik-serbiya-nikogda-ne-
proshu-ssha-slezinki-moego-rebenka.
12  “Ljubinka Milinčić: Podmukli plan Navaljnog za smenu 
Putina”, YouTube (website), January 27, 2021, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=MttJ8jWnLBM.

https://riafan.ru/1190556-glava-agentstva-sputnik-serbiya-nikogda-ne-proshu-ssha-slezinki-moego-rebenka
https://riafan.ru/1190556-glava-agentstva-sputnik-serbiya-nikogda-ne-proshu-ssha-slezinki-moego-rebenka
https://riafan.ru/1190556-glava-agentstva-sputnik-serbiya-nikogda-ne-proshu-ssha-slezinki-moego-rebenka
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MttJ8jWnLBM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MttJ8jWnLBM
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ing to Milincic, the protesters were urged not to bring 
their passports, so that the Russian police could not iden-
tify them. Milincic believes that the US Embassy in Russia 
not only helps organize each of the protest rallies but also 
provides clear instructions of where protesters should and 
should not go. Her assessment of the Navalny protests is 
unambiguous: not many people showed up. The goals 
of the organizers, in her opinion, had nothing to do with 
the release of Navalny. The organizers wanted to get as 
many children as possible involved in the protests so that 
when they become adults (“by the next election,” prob-
ably referring to 2024) they would remember how the 
police beat them and vote in the right way,” Milinchich 
summed up her story. 

“LIBERALITY” OF MILINCIC

An anonymous media expert from Serbia inter-
viewed by Croatian Globus (Jutarnji list), commented on 
Sputnik and its editor-in-chief: “Ljubinka Milincic is not 
a typical ‘Russian minion.’ In the 1990s, she edited the 
newspaper Demokratia, a periodical of the Democratic 
Party...She is limited in the framing and editing of Sput-
nik by a group of contacts who at that time were on that 
side, on the side of the protesters [against Slobodan Mi-
losevic’s regime], and later became disillusioned, so now 
they [believe in] something else. Lubinka is probably not 
under much pressure from her headquarters in Moscow. 
There are materials, for example, about Putin that they 
are obliged to publish, but [in general] Moscow does not 
dictate what to do. So Sputnik is too much like her: it is 
too liberal. They don’t do this kind of journalism in Russia. 
Russians do it more crudely.”13

A significant part of Sputnik’s content does not con-
tain explicit Russian state propaganda, while conversely, 
there is also a view of the outlet from the “right”: from 
Serbian nationalists, many of whom are present in the 
country. For example, in an anonymous editorial article 
for Srbija Danas on August 15, 2020, the authors harshly 
criticize Milincic for her neoliberalism: when covering the 
August elections in Belarus and the first protests against 
them, it seems that she took a non-Lukashenko-support-
ing position, but no trace of her statements was found (it 
seems that the video was removed from YouTube). The 
authors also accused Milincic of not adhering to the poli-
cies of her Moscow-based employers in her coverage 

13  “Reporteri Globusa u najjačem ruskom glasilu na Balkanu.”

of the issue. The tone of the critics is an example of the 
journalistic infighting in Serbia.

KEY CONTRIBUTORS

A regular guest contributor to the Sputnik is the fa-
mous director, Emir Kusturica. His program, “Мој живот 
(My Life),” first aired at the end of September 2021, 
when gained popularity in just a few months, parallel-
ing the rise of Ljubinka Milincic. The Putin-supporting 
filmmaker on Sputnik tends to be moderately neutral. He 
shares his views on what is happening in the Balkans, 
historical events affecting Serbia, and cultural peculiari-
ties of the region. Kusturica’s program usually receives 
at least 30,000 views per episode, sometimes reaching 
upwards of 50,000. The regular presence of a popular 
and internationally known director in the Sputnik broad-
casting program is important for this media.

Emir Kusturica is credible to the people of Serbia: he 
speaks to listeners and viewers in the same, somewhat 
ironic language, full of references to the Yugoslav cultural 
tradition of what ordinary Serbs talk about in everyday 
life. He shares with them his views on the Balkan reality, 
makes accessible jokes, and has a face for TV. 

Nevertheless, his shows are not without conspiracy 
theories. For instance, his broadcast in January 2022 
was called, “How Germany, the Vatican, and the USA 
agreed to wreck Yugoslavia back in 1976.” In the pro-
gram, he explained to the audience that the powers had 
agreed to divide not only Yugoslavia, but also the Soviet 
Union. In just one day. the program was viewed more 
than 62,000 times. Apparently, the audience of Kusturi-
ca’s broadcasts belong to the older generation.

Another popular Sputnik show, “New Order,” is 
hosted by Nikola Vrzic, a well-known journalist in Ser-
bia. He once wrote an investigative book about the 2003 
assassination of Serbian Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic, 
in which Vrzic addressed conflicting assumptions about 
the involvement of British intelligence in the crime. Vrzic’s 
weekly show has been airing since November 2018, at-
tracting from 100,000 to 120,000 viewers today. As out-
lined in its YouTube description: “’Sputnik’s New Order’ is 
a show that analyzes the most current events of the world 
and the region. In conversation with his guests, Nikola 
Vrzic explains the tumultuous changes in the world struc-
ture, whose history, contrary to expectations of the West, 
did not end with the fall of the Berlin Wall, and is look-
ing for Serbia’s place in a new, multipolar world system 
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— in the construction of which the country itself is also 
involved.” The program is broadcast simultaneously on 
Sputnik Radio and on Radio Novosti. 

The videos that have accumulated a significant num-
ber of views in recent months tend to have inflmmatory 
headlines, such as “Vladimir Putin’s Doctrine,” “Who 
Lit Kazakhstan on Fire,” “Three Wars before the End of 
American Domination,” “The European Dungeon of Na-
tions,” “Who Really Rules America,” and “The Balkans 
Don’t Trust Europe Anymore.”14 The weekly review, “Svet 
sa Sputnjikom (The World with Sputnik)” is also published 
on Radio Novosti and Sputnik’s YouTube. “Why is NATO 
growing muscles in the East?” “Do the children of Ser-
bia only want to learn Western ‘truth’?” “Do Kyiv and 
the West want to cross Putin’s red line?” and “Has Eu-
rope forgotten who liberated it from fascism?” are pretty 
typical topics. Each episode of the program on YouTube 
is watched by anywhere from 10,000 to 50,000 peo-
ple. One of the most popular broadcasts, an interview 
with the head of Republika Srpska Milorad Dodik, was 
viewed by 73,800 users, while another, “What Lavrov 
said to the region and the world in Serbia,” garnered 
74,000 views.

Another prominent voice of Sputnik Radio’s airwaves 
is Dusan Prorokovic. He appears weekly on the podcast, 
Prophet. According to the description of the program on 
Sputnik’s YouTube channel, it is “a program on Sputnik 
Serbia, in which Dusan Prorokovic speaks about current 
global, regional or domestic political topics in the form 
of a short video interview.” Compared to many journal-
ists and guests of Sputnik, Prorokovic is an expert. He is 

14  Below are the links to the now deleted videos from the 
Sputnik YouTube channel: “Kusturica: Kako su Nemačka, Vatikan 
i SAD još 1976. dogovorili da razvale Jugoslaviju | Moj život,” 
YouTube (website), January 22, 2022, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=MBdAGK5V-rY; “Novi Sputnjik poredak s 
Nikolom Vrzićem,” YouTube (website), https://www.youtube.
com/playlist?list=PLiHZ1H15WuVlc-Y5VL_aaGZ0TZYFEgDWD; 
“Doktrina Vladimira Putina | Novi Sputnjik poredak,” YouTube 
(website), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YQbqAuFXhRA; 
“Ko je zapalio Kazahstan | Novi Sputnjik poredak,” YouTube 
(website), January 10, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=eGoAWRwYUG4; “Tri rata do kraja američke dominacije 
| Novi Sputnjik poredak,” YouTube (website), December 20, 2021, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ws8XK3jt1d0; “Evropska 
tamnica naroda | Novi Sputnjik poredak,” YouTube (website), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XTq4YbW9hv8; “Ko 
zapravo upravlja Amerikom | Novi Sputnjik poredak,” YouTube 
(website), November 8, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=INnWTXXmQGY; “Balkan Evropi više ne veruje | Novi 
Sputnjik poredak,” YouTube (website), https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Kt8ccwDdEMA.

known in the Serbian academic community as a Doctor 
of Political Science, as well as a Doctor of Science in the 
field of security. He is the author of books, The Future of 
EU and Western Balkans: A View from Serbia; Geopoli-
tics of Serbia: Positions and Perspectives at the Beginning 
of the XXI Century; The Era of Multipolarity, and others. 
His shows usually do not get many views, although indi-
vidual videos are watched by up to 100,000 users.

Boris Malagruski is another well-known author of 
Sputnik programs outside the Balkan region, who is no 
longer working with the agency. He was born in Ser-
bia in 1988, immigrated to Canada when he was 17, 
received Canadian citizenship, and returned to Serbia. 
He is a filmmaker and author of several documentaries 
about the Balkan region, a journalist, and an activist. 
In 2017-2018, he was a contributor to Sputnik, where 
in the format of short ironic videos, he criticized the new 
world order, praised Viktor Orban’s policies in Hun-
gary, explained to viewers Serbia’s controversial rela-
tions with neighboring states (especially the countries of 
the former Yugoslavia), and commented on the current 
political agenda in Europe. In 2019-2020, Malagurski 
worked for Rossiya Segodnya Documentary, while also 
occasionally commenting on events in the region for the 
main RT channel. The format of Malagursky’s short clips 
on Sputnik has been very successful, gaining between 
80,000 and 480,000 views. The target audience of his 
show, judging by the format, is young people under the 
age of 35.

Often Sputnik correspondents organize live broad-
casts from the field. For example, over 100,000 people 
watched the return of the top-ranking tennis player No-
vak Djokovic to Serbia after his deportation from Austra-
lia.

Another popular video format on Sputnik is the trans-
lation into Serbian (usually as subtitles) of statements, in-
terviews, or other media events of Russian realities. The 
most viewed video in the history of Sputnik Serbia was a 
fragment of Vladimir Putin’s interview with NBC with 1.5 
million views.

In 2017 during a visit to the first inauguration of 
Aleksandar Vučić as President of Serbia, Dmitry Rogozin 
(then Deputy Prime Minister of Russia) was the agency’s 
guest. The Russian-language interview with Rogozin was 
conducted by Milincic, and the interview, contrary to the 
longstanding tradition of using subtitles, was in dubbed 
in Serbian. In the interview, Rogozin bragged: sanctions 
and the words of Western politicians are nonsense, “any 
aggressor who attacks Russia, including all NATO, will 
be repulsed — I know this from a technical point of view.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MBdAGK5V-rY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MBdAGK5V-rY
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLiHZ1H15WuVlc-Y5VL_aaGZ0TZYFEgDWD
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLiHZ1H15WuVlc-Y5VL_aaGZ0TZYFEgDWD
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YQbqAuFXhRA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eGoAWRwYUG4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eGoAWRwYUG4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ws8XK3jt1d0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XTq4YbW9hv8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=INnWTXXmQGY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=INnWTXXmQGY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kt8ccwDdEMA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kt8ccwDdEMA
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The broadcast was watched at least 575,000 times, dem-
onstrating the success for both the Sputnik editorial office 
in dubbing the interview and for Rogozin, himself, who 
knew exactly what to say and with what phrases to use 
in an interview with Serbian media. He has been to the 
country many times and is very familiar with the region.

In addition to its media functions, the Serbian editori-
al board participates in Sputnik Polls projects. Its Serbian 
version includes materials on opinion polls commissioned 
by Sputnik Europe, as well as infographics translated into 
Serbian. The polls are biased—the last one is titled, “More 
and more Brits, French, and Germans think Crimea is Rus-
sian.”

SERBIA, THE EUROPEAN 
UNION AND SPUTNIK

According to a study conducted in the summer of 
2021 by the non-governmental Institute for European Af-
fairs, 49.9% of Serbian citizens would vote in favor of 
membership in the European Union (EU) if asked about it 
in a referendum. Survey data varies but not significantly: 
according to the Serbian Ministry for European Integra-
tion, which conducts annual surveys on relations with the 
EU, in August 2021, 57% of Serbian citizens would vote 
for EU membership. Since 2016, this figure, according 
to the same data from the Ministry, is between 47% and 
57% with an increasing trend. The awareness of the Ser-
bian population about the process of integration with the 
European Union is low: only 31% of respondents rated 
their knowledge of the issue as “very good” or “good,” 
and 41% as “absent” or “bad.”

Only 3% of Serbian citizens are aware of the fact 
that Serbia receives the largest amount EU donations in 
comparison with other regions and countries (survey by 
the Belgrade Center for Security Policy, conducted in 
the fall of 2020).15 At the same time, the residents of Ser-
bia consider relations with Kosovo, neighboring Balkan 
countries, and Russia to be the most important foreign 
policy priorities, while only 9% of the respondents con-
sider relations with the European Union to be such.

This contradictory data (as well as the uncertainty of 
the Serbian public itself) is useful for Sputnik’s manipula-
tive actions. “We at Sputnik are dissatisfied with the new 
world order. We are against neoliberalism and global-

15  “Istraživanje: Za građane Srbije EU nije strateški cilj, Rusija i 
Kina najbolji prijatelji,” Radio Slobodna Evropa, November 20, 
2020, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/30960713.html.

ism — and we are for a completely different system in 
which there will be no such great inequality, no diktat 
and blackmail by the European Union or anyone else. 
We don’t want to get hit over the head now and again! 
The Serbs are just not the kind of people who would ac-
cept any form of blackmail and beating on the head!”, 
says Ljubinka Milincic.16

Sputnik’s editorial team extensively covers contro-
versies within the EU and Russia-EU relations, as well as 
Serbia’s potential candidacy for EU membership. 

In 2017, Sputnik interviewed Kresimir Mišak, a 
prominent Croatian critic of the EU, an advocate of pseu-
do-historical and conspiracy theories, a rock musician, 
and the host of a conspiracy show on Croatian television. 
His brief vision of the EU, presented in an interview, is as 
follows: The EU is an undemocratic entity, like a big cor-
poration. It was actually created to destroy human rights; 
the problems arising from the enlargement of the EU are 
solved by an even broader enlargement of the EU. The 
EU inhabitants have “stopped being creative,” obeying 
the rigid rules laid down by an unelected European Com-
mission.17 All of this speaks to the “fascization” of the EU 
(Mišak refines the term, giving it a broad meaning, but 
still not abandoning it). The video has been viewed over 
189,000 times. Representatives of the Croatian academ-
ic community and journalists issued an open letter criticiz-
ing Mišak’s views back in 2013.

The video, “European Dungeon of Nations” by 
Nikola Vrzic deals with the relations between Brussels on 
the one hand, and Warsaw and Budapest on the other. 
He discusses systemic and ideological contradictions 
with the guests, but in general the program is devoted to 
the criticism of universal values and the right of Eastern 
European states to conduct their own policies. The dis-
cussion is quite neutral in tone, but the very rhetoric of 
the guests, who clearly support the policy of its member 
states independent from the EU, and the absence of an 
opposing point of view, are biased. “When it comes to 
values, you have to understand that behind their discus-
sion is always a terrible economic situation. Before they 
were concerned with workers’ rights, after that with envi-
ronmental values, now with the rights of sexual minorities 
— every few months the topics [of EU values] change. So 
they take the focus [of the population] off the real prob-

16  “Reporteri Globusa u najjačem ruskom glasilu na Balkanu.”
17  “Krešimir Mišak: EU je ekonomska strana fašizma, 
stvorena da ubije ljudskost | Sputnjik intervju,” YouTube 
(website), November 19, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=LX1zA6PC4hQ.

https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/30960713.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LX1zA6PC4hQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LX1zA6PC4hQ
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lems,” says Vrzic’s guest, Professor Miroslav Jovanovic,18 
who in 2021 declared that Serbia would never become 
an EU member and that the common currency would de-
stroy the EU. The program also touches on the topic of 
EU donations to Serbia—in host and guests’ opinion, the 
more the EU gives to the state, the more is expected from 
it. The traditional Sputnik video with experts, long discus-
sions, and a near-academic approach to communication 
did not get many viewings: around 20,000.

Another program by Vrzic, who created perhaps the 
most competent analytical program format on Sputnik, is 
called, “The Balkans Don’t Believe in the European Union 
Anymore.” His guest Slobodan Despot, a Swiss writer, 
translator, and editor of Serbian origin, expressed this 
opinion: “We entered the EU accession negotiations as-
suming that it is a civilized, civic and economic model. 
But the EU is more of a geostrategic model, so we have to 
talk about strategy. That’s why countries that didn’t meet 
EU requirements, like Romania, for example, were ac-
cepted there...And countries like Croatia, Serbia or Mon-
tenegro have to fulfill the function of ‘border’ powers in 
the EU.”19 He continued, “Look at Switzerland, of which 
I am a citizen: the standard of living there is higher than 
in any other EU country... Whether the beneficiaries of 
EU membership will be corporations or political elites, 
global media empires or anyone else...the people will 
get nothing.” “Despite predictions of the economic col-
lapse of Britain after leaving the EU, we see exactly the 
opposite happening...we are obliged to explain to the 
people in full voice by any means that they must come out 
of the hypnosis of the Western European model.”

Another guest, Serbian historian Milos Kovic, went a 
little further: “...the people who built the Third Reich also 
built the European Union [...] We must know world his-
tory and European history...the EU is no longer a strong 
player in the world. The United States, Russia and China 
are strong. We will see what happens with the EU, but...
they are only regional powers...If we look at the EU in 
detail, we understand that there is no single policy: there 
is the policy of France, Germany... Hungary, Sweden 
and Greece have their own policy”. Kovic gave a long 
speech with many historical references: “Only the rhetoric 
has changed...Hitler had his mission, too...And now this 
missionary genre: they really believe that everything they 

18  “Evropska tamnica naroda | Novi Sputnjik poredak”, 
Facebook (website), August 9, 2021, https://www.facebook.
com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=859989761317900.
19  “Balkan Evropi više ne veruje | Novi Sputnjik poredak,” 
Facebook (website), August 30, 2021, https://www.facebook.
com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=838742183677857.

do in relation to us is in our favor. When they bomb us, 
they think they are reeducating us like children...Through 
conversations like our program, through education, we 
must change public opinion, tell our people: people, do 
not believe the conversations, think by yourselves.” In 
the broadcast, the call for informational resistance to the 
idea of a united Europe was heard twice. In total, the 
video was viewed by about 20,000 people.

In the video, “The Truth about EU Assistance to Ser-
bia,” Dusan Prorokov spoke about the following: the 
trade balance of Serbia with the EU is negative (50-60 
billion euros over 15 years), so the EU aid of 2.8-3 billion 
euros over this period may be considered compensatory. 
At the same time, Prorokov said, the EU dictates the con-
ditions for spending these compensatory funds in a way 
that is beneficial for itself (Serbia, he says, is obliged to 
buy goods and order services from Europe with this mon-
ey — although Dusan admits that there are no official ob-
ligations in this area). The video, released in April 2020, 
has been viewed by 30,000 people.

“We are their trash garbage can” was a video re-
leased in August 2017 by Boris Malagursky. Analyz-
ing reports about the different quality of products of the 
same producers in Western and Eastern Europe, he talks 
about segregation, concludes, “if it concerns EU member 
states, imagine what they supply to Serbia,” and encour-
ages buying local products. The number of views of the 
video is 146,000.

CONCLUSION

Despite impressive budgets and a keen interest of 
Serbian society both in news from Russia and in the Rus-
sian approach to describing reality, Sputnik is more of 
a sectarian media. Such a conclusion can be drawn by 
juxtaposing the number of real admirers of Russia and 
the mythology associated with it in Serbian society and 
the relatively insignificant audience of Sputnik. The agen-
cy’s content differs significantly from the content of main-
stream media in Serbia, and often its stories contain sce-
narios created by editors from Russia. Nevertheless, the 
agency has carved out its own niche in the country and 
conveys the pro-Kremlin point of view on crucial issues in 
a way that other media outlets in the country are unable 
to do. Despite the overt propaganda, Sputnik is by no 
means the only media outlet in the country with such an 
approach, yet because of its subject matter, it remains 
peripheral in the realm of media in Serbia.

https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=859989761317900
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=859989761317900
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=838742183677857
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=838742183677857
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In recent years, Russia has repeatedly interfered in 
other countries’ internal affairs, including the elections in 
the United States in 20161 and in the United Kingdom in 
2019.2 But perhaps the best-known tool that the Russian 
state employs to exert influence around the world is pro-
paganda.

Russia’s propaganda arsenal includes a plethora of 
instruments—state-owned media, official social media 
accounts, arrays of fake accounts and trolls that have 
been repeatedly used in disinformation campaigns and 
political meddling. Serbia is a good case study in the list 
of countries targeted by the Russian government. Howev-
er, due to the history of Russia-Serbia relations, the coun-
try remains friendly, and facts about Russian meddling in 
Serbia are rarely publicized and often simply dismissed. 
This analysis aims to give Serbia a closer look and iden-
tify the messages and tactics Russia is using in “friendly 
countries.”

Today’s citizens of Serbia—as opposed to other 
European countries—are exceptionally warm towards 
Russia: 83% have favorable views of the Russian leader, 
64% of Russian foreign policy, 73% condemn EU and US 
sanctions against Russia. This effect cannot be attributed 
to Serbs’ conformism or be the immediate result of the 
Serbian authorities’ influence (only 37% of Serbs sup-
port their government, and only 12% fully trust the state 

1  Eric Tucker, Mary Clare Jalonick, “Senate Panel Finds Russia 
Interfered in the 2016 U.S. Election,” PBS, August 18, 2020, https://www.
pbs.org/newshour/politics/senate-panel-finds-russia-interfered-in-the-
2016-us-election.
2  “Russia Report: UK ‘Badly Underestimated’ Threat, Says Committee,” 
BBC, July 21, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-53484344.

media).3 But given these favorable attitudes, it is quite 
logical that Russia tries to exploit them for its own, of-
ten nefarious purposes. As Aleksei Timofeev, associate 
professor at the University of Belgrade, wrote, “A posi-
tive attitude towards Russia and Russians in Serbia should 
strengthen memories of the general resistance to the im-
perialist encroachments of Western imperialism and help 
in eradicating the scars of the civil war. The common 
memory of joint participation in World War II remains an 
important component in the mosaic of mutual perception 
of the Serbian and Russian peoples.”4

THE LONG HISTORY OF THE 
SLAVIC BROTHERHOOD

The relationship between Russia and Serbia is rather 
interesting and profound. It goes back many centuries 
and is rooted in the commonalities of history, religion, 
and ethno-linguistic community that form a strong foun-
dation for friendship. It is also laced with a shared sense 
of tragic loss.

East Slavs first appeared in the Balkans back in 
968-969, when Grand Prince of Kyiv Svyatoslav in-
vaded Bulgaria during a conflict that also involved the 
Byzantine Empire. In 1190, the Byzantines recognized 

3  Vesna Pavichich, “Problema orientatsii Serbii i puti ee preodoleniya,” 
Connections: The Quarterly Journal, vol. 18, no. 1 (2019): 130-148, 
http://connections-qj.org/ru/article/problema-orientacii-serbii-i-puti-ee-
preodoleniya.
4  Aleksei Timofeev, “Metamorfozy pamyati o boevom bratstve russkikh 
I serbov v gody Vtoroy mirovoy voyny v sovremennoy Serbii,” Vestnik 
MGIMO-universiteta, vol. 13, no. 4 (2020): 142-156, https://doi.
org/10.24833/2071-8160-2020-4-73-142-156.
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Serbia’s independence, and the Kingdom of Serbia was 
established in 1217. The period of Serbia’s zenith lasted 
almost until the end of the 13th century. In 1346, Dušan 
the Mighty, who significantly expanded the state, estab-
lished the Serbian Empire. But already in the 1320s, the 
Ottoman Empire began to raid the Balkans. In 1371, the 
Serbs were defeated in the Battle of Maritsa, and later, 
although the 1389 Battle of Kosovo ended in a draw, the 
empire started to succumb to feudal anarchy and eventu-
ally fell under Ottoman pressure. 

Due to its geographical position, the Balkans served 
as a vital corridor between Europe and Turkey and there-
fore were a constant object of the great powers’ interests. 
For centuries, until the Serbian revolutions of 1804 and 
1815, the country was successively ruled by the Ottoman 
and the Hapsburg Empires. Throughout the 18th century, 
Russia, too, was trying to gain influence in the Balkans—
due to, among other things, the Russian-Turkish wars, in 
which it attempted to establish a warm-water port on the 
Black Sea. In mid-19th century, Alexander Gorchakov, 
Russian foreign minister under Tsar Alexander II, claimed 
that the Balkans was a Russian zone of vital interests5, 
as the region offered access to the straits of Bosphorus 
and Dardanelles, which connect the Black Sea with the 
Mediterranean.

After the 19th century uprisings, the Principality of 
Serbia was granted autonomy and de-facto indepen-
dence under Ottoman rule, but it emerged as an interna-
tionally recognized independent country only in 1878, 
becoming the Kingdom of Serbia once again four years 
later. In fact, it was the Russian Empire, by signing the 
1878 Treaty of San Stefano with the Ottoman Empire, 
that ensured Serbia’s independence.6 

The first half of the 20th century marked a difficult 
period in Russian-Serbian relations. In 1903, during a 
coup d’état, Peter Кarađorđević (Peter I) became king 
of Serbia, which greatly complicated the country’s ties 
to Russia, since, according to the Russian Empire’s laws, 
regicide was considered one of the gravest crimes. At the 
same time, Peter I of Serbia was financially dependent 
on Russia, and his heir sons studied in St. Petersburg at 
the personal invitation of Emperor Nicholas II. Following 
the Russian Revolution, Peter’s successor, Tsar Alexander 
I Кarađorđević, refused to accept Bolshevism and open-

5  Irina Rybachenok, “Politika Rossii na Balkanakh na rubezhe XIX-XX 
vekov: tseli, zadachi, metody,” Trudy Instituta russkoy istorii, no. 9 (2020), 
http://ebookiriran.ru/index.php?view=article&section=8&id=143.
6  Vladimir Vashchenko, “Pobeda v voyne obernulas’ 
porazheniem,” Gazeta.ru, March 3, 2018, https://www.gazeta.ru/
social/2018/03/02/11669053.shtml.

ly sympathized with the White movement—a coalition of 
anti-communist forces—who fought the Bolsheviks’ Red 
Army and later fled Russia. Incidentally, he also support-
ed the establishment of the Russian House named after 
Emperor Nicholas in Belgrade, which would later play 
an interesting role in the bilateral relationship. 

Following WWII, the Socialist Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia emerged in 1945, with six constituent repub-
lics—Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, 
Montenegro, Slovenia and Serbia—and the capital in 
Belgrade. Headed by communist revolutionary Josip 
Broz Tito, it sided with the USSR’s Eastern Bloc and, for 
a short period, Yugoslavia saw improved relations with 
Russia, which ended with the falling out between Tito 
and Joseph Stalin over ideological and geopolitical dis-
agreements. 

Tensions among the Yugoslav republics had been 
brewing even before Tito’s death in 1980, spurred by na-
tionalism, ethnic conflicts, economic hardships, and dis-
parities in development. The end of the Cold War and the 
collapse of communism in Eastern Europe led to Yugosla-
via’s dissolution and a series of ethno-military conflicts, 
independence wars, and various insurgencies, known as 
the Yugoslav Wars (1991-2001). During this period the 
Serbs expected support from Russia, but never received 
it.

THE POLITICS OF HISTORICAL 
MEMORY AND THE WWII 
VICTORY CULT

Serbia has been historically grateful to Russia for 
military assistance. The Russian Empire entered both the 
1878 war with the Ottomans and WWI to protect Ser-
bia.7 In WWII, it was the Soviet Army that liberated Yu-
goslavia.8 The Presidium of the Anti-Fascist Council for the 
National Liberation of Yugoslavia decorated more than 
2,000 Soviet soldiers and officers with orders and med-
als, and the Soviet Union honored 300 fighters and com-
manders of Yugoslavia’s National Liberation Army with its 

7  In the first case, the reason was the brutal suppression of the 
Herzegovinian-Bosnian uprising by the Turks (in which Russian and Serbian 
volunteers actively participated); in the second, the murder of Archduke 
Franz Ferdinand by the Serb Gavrilo Princip and the subsequent “July 
Ultimatum,” which Austria-Hungary gave to Serbia. Not satisfied with its 
almost complete (with a single caveat) signing, it decided to declare war.
8  Alexander Samsonov, “Devyaty stalinksy udar. Chast’ 2. 
Belgradskaya operatsiya,” Voennoe obozrenie, October 3, 2004, 
https://topwar.ru/59504-devyatyy-stalinskiy-udar-chast-2-
belgradskaya-operaciya.html.

-----
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own orders and medals.9 Today, many streets in Belgrade 
still bear names associated with the Soviet Union and its 
military: Red Army Boulevard, General Zhdanov Street, 
Marshal Tolbukhin Street, Marshal Biryuzov Street, and 
others. Throughout Serbia one can find numerous memo-
rial complexes, monuments, and plaques dedicated to 
the Russian and Soviet soldiers slain in WWII.10 

In October 2008, Vladimir Putin paid a visit to Ser-
bia to launch a series of large-scale events aimed at re-
minding Serbs of the WWII events and Russia’s role in 
Serbia’s liberation.11 The cult of WWII victory, actively 
promoted by the Kremlin and its agents in Serbia, has 
two main goals. The first is to create an image of the So-
viet Union and Russia as the only bulwark against fas-
cism, not only to impose on the citizens of Serbia a sense 
of guilt and gratitude towards Russia, but also to assert its 
image of the “only defender from the forces of evil” at the 
moment. The second is to justify Russia’s current foreign 
policy. It is obvious that anti-fascist rhetoric works for all 
countries where fascism is perceived as an absolute evil, 
and this rhetorical device could be seen at work during 
the annexation of Crimea, the invasion of Donbass, and 
in the coverage of events taking place in the Baltic coun-
tries.

The Russian House in Serbia is at the center of these 
efforts. It was built in 1933 in central Belgrade—on Kral-
itsa Natalia Street—upon the initiative of the White Emi-
gration, but in the post-WWII era, having become Soviet 
property, it was known as the Home of Soviet Culture. 
Since 1994, it has borne its current name: the Russian 
Center of Science and Culture (the Russian House for 
short), and currently operates under the auspices of Ros-
sotrudnichestvo, a Russian government agency estab-
lished in 2008 under the jurisdiction of the Russian For-
eign Ministry. It occupies the historic building in the center 
of Belgrade.

Military themes feature prominently in the Russian 
House’s activities: about a quarter of its events since 
2008 have been somehow related to the war. The cult 
of WWII victory advanced by the Russian government is 
showcased, for example, by the Russian House’s close 
cooperation with the “Soyuz” Society of Russian Com-

9  Nikolai Azyansky, “Belgradskaya nastupatel’naya operatsiya 
(28 sentyabrya – 20 oktyabrya 1944 g.,” Russian Ministry of Defense 
(website), https://mil.ru/winner_may/history/more.htm?id=11989931.
10  “Cultural Monument: Memorial Charnel House and 
Monument in Ritopek,” Cultural Properties in Belgrade (website), 
https://beogradskonasledje.rs/kd/zavod/grocka/spomen-
kosturnica-i-spomenik-u-ritopeku.html.
11  Timofeev, 2020, 142-156.

patriots and Friends of Russia in Belgrade, headed by a 
native of Rostov-on-Don, Natalija Miladinovic. The main 
page of Soyuz’s website shows that all of its events are of 
the militaristic nature.12

More recently, during the Victory Day celebration on 
May 9, 2021, Russian House director Yevgeny Baranov, 
along with the Russian ambassador to Serbia, Alexander 
Botsan-Kharchenko, and Serbia’s then ministers of tech-
nological development, Nenad Popović, and defense 
Alexander Vulin, addressed the people of Belgrade from 
the stage, reminding them of the Soviet Union’s role in 
WWII and the losses it suffered.13

RUSSIAN HOUSE: EXERTING 
INFLUENCE THROUGH PUBLIC 
EVENTS AND PARTNERSHIPS

The Russian House’s agenda can be reconstructed 
through analysis of the information posted on its website 
as well as social media posts by Russian expat communi-
ties (particularly those affiliated with the Russian House 
and its employees) and the websites of Russian organi-
zations that operate in Serbia under the guise of cultural 
and educational missions. 

Specific influence tactics are analyzed based on the 
interactions (postings and cross-postings) of these actors 
on social media, revealing the range of interests, part-
ners, and friendly organizations that pursue aggressive 
rhetoric towards Western countries and openly instigate 
conflicts. Additionally, Russians who have lived in Ser-
bia for a long time were surveyed for this article, and a 
retrospective of various networks and propaganda cam-
paigns over the past years is traced through their experi-
ences and observations.

ANTI-WESTERN AGENDA AND 
“TRADITIONAL VALUES”

An overview of the Russian House’s website shows 
that among conventional cultural and educational 
events, such as celebrations of Russian Language Day or 
the birthday of Russia’s national poet Alexander Pushkin, 
the Russian House holds openly anti-American and anti-
European events, fueling memories of past conflicts and 

12  Official website of the “Soyuz” Society of Russian Compatriots and 
Friends of Russia in Belgrade: http://sojuz.org.rs/.
13  “‘Serby I russkie osvobodili vsyu Evropu’ – Belgrad otmetil 
Den’ Pobedy,” Regnum, May 10, 2021, https://regnum.ru/news/
polit/3264688.html.

https://mil.ru/winner_may/history/more.htm?id=11989931
https://beogradskonasledje.rs/kd/zavod/grocka/spomen-kosturnica-i-spomenik-u-ritopeku.html
https://beogradskonasledje.rs/kd/zavod/grocka/spomen-kosturnica-i-spomenik-u-ritopeku.html
http://sojuz.org.rs/
https://regnum.ru/news/polit/3264688.html
https://regnum.ru/news/polit/3264688.html


20 The Kremlin’s Influence Quarterly: Serbia Special Issue

inciting Serbs against cooperation with NATO and the 
EU. The Russian House also collaborates with religious 
and pro-Kremlin organizations known for their homo-
phobic agenda and for spreading Russian propaganda, 
undermining the Serbian people’s path to progress and 
aligning Serbia with Russia’s own political trajectory. 

Today, at the chic front staircase of the Russian House 
building, there is a stand where the organization’s em-
ployees display various information: events schedules, 
holiday messages, and propaganda posters. Among the 
latter is a selection of placards featuring horrifying pho-
tographs of the NATO Belgrade bombings, which lasted 
from March 24 to June 10, 1999, as part of the Kosovo 
War between forces of the former Yugoslavia and the 
Kosovo Liberation Army.14 For Serbs, this is indeed an im-
portant and tragic period in history, and many people 
remember those days all too well. 

But Russia hardly participated in this conflict, despite 
Yugoslavia’s request to be accepted into the proposed 
union of Russia and Belarus. This process was personally 
blocked by Russian President Boris Yeltsin, for which he 
became one of the most disliked Russian politicians in 
Serbia. The Russian House clearly tried to use memories 
of this tragic time in modern Serbia’s history to manipu-
late people’s feelings and instigate conflict between Ser-
bia and NATO.

A video posted on the Russian House’s Instagram 
on the anniversary of the bombings showed a lowered 
Russian flag over the building in solidarity with Serbs’ 
grief. In addition, the Russian House’s employees in their 
personal Instagram accounts expressed open aggression 
against NATO and incited Serbs to do the same.

The Russian House hosts other events aimed at ag-
gravating the brewing conflict between Serbia and 
NATO. For example, January 2020 saw the presenta-
tion of the book NATO Aggression on the State Union of 
Serbia and Montenegro. Combat Means and their Use 
by Slobodan Miljanović-Maliché. The book’s title makes 
it abundantly clear what the theme and the tone of the 
discussion were. In June 2021, at a conference of the 
Valdai International Discussion Club, a pro-Kremlin for-
eign policy think tank, which was hosted by the Russian 
House, participants openly expressed their pro-Russian 
views and negative attitudes towards the EU, NATO and 
China.

It is noteworthy that the Russian House’s website 

14  See the Russian House’s Instagram account: https://www.
instagram.com/p/CMy--GXpP-F/.

doesn’t spell out the organization’s goals, nor does it 
publish its charter. It does, however, highlight the position 
of the director, which has been occupied, since February 
1, 2021, by Yevgeny Baranov, a political commentator 
for Russia’s state-owned Channel One and co-founder 
of the Ruski Express media center, registered in Belgrade 
in March 2014. 

The website also features the organization’s part-
ners: the Moscow Patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox 
Church (ROC) is mentioned first, and, indeed, the Russian 
House has organized numerous joint events with the ROC 
and the Serbian Orthodox Church.15 One example is the 
celebration of the Day of Family, Love, and Fidelity (Fam-
ily Day), promoting “traditional family values.” The latter 
is one of the popular messages of Russian propaganda, 
which has repeatedly contrasted Russia’s “traditional val-
ues” with the liberal values   of what was dubbed as “Gay-
rope” (a derogatory term ridiculing Europe’s tolerance 
toward gays). As part of the Family Day celebration, the 
Russian House rewarded heterosexual couples who have 
been married for more than 25 years, although there are 
quite a lot of single parents and same-sex couples in Ser-
bia. For example, Prime Minister Ana Brnabić is an open 
lesbian who, along with her wife, is raising a child. The 
leadership of the Russian House and the ROC, working 
closely with the Serbian Orthodox Church, actively en-
courage only heterosexual relationships.

Another noteworthy feature of the Russian House’s 
website is a letter of thanks from Russia’s Night Wolves 
Motorcycle Club for helping organize the Slavic World 
motorcycle march. The march was supported by the pil-
grimage centers of the Moscow Patriarchate and the 
New Jerusalem Monastery as well as by the Trinity Lavra 
of St. Sergius. As one of the organizers put it, “the purpose 
of the march is to unite the Slavic peoples and promote 
Orthodox values, to attract the attention of people, es-
pecially youngsters, to the spiritual heritage of the coun-
tries of the Slavic world, the faith, traditions, and values   
of their ancestors.”16 The Night Wolves Motorcycle Club 
itself has been linked to the Kremlin, and often partici-
pates in propaganda events. In an interview with Radio 
Liberty, Jaroslav Naď, Slovakia’s defense minister and 
founder of the Slovak Institute for Security Policy, noted 
that the Night Wolves could not possibly organize a mo-

15  “Skaz o Petre I Fevronii na sayte Russkogo Doma,” Russkiy dom 
(website), July 8, 2020, https://ruskidom.rs/sobytiye/skaz-o-petre-i-
fevronii-na-sajte-russkogo-doma/.
16  “Slvyanskiy mir 2018,” Russkaya doroga (website),  
http://rusdoroga.su/sm_18/.
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torcycle rally through the whole of Eastern Europe without 
the Kremlin’s support.17

FANNING AGGRESSION 
THROUGH SOCIAL MEDIA

The Russian House’s social media accounts are more 
brazen in terms of conducting overt propaganda and 
inciting conflicts than the organization’s website, where 
such activities might seem improper. For example, in line 
with its website, the Russian House’s Facebook page fea-
tures numerous posts about the 1999 war in Yugoslavia 
and Russia’s support for Serbia as well as about celebra-
tions of various Orthodox holidays and other occasions. 
Yet, in contrast with the official website, this information 
is articulated much more aggressively. Similarly, the Rus-
sian House’s employees on their own social media are 
much less restrained in expressing their negative views, 
resorting to direct condemnation of NATO and the West.

The organization’s head, Yevgeny Baranov, who ac-
tively shares Russian House posts with other pro-Russian 
groups on social media, does not hesitate to post offen-
sive comments, despite his status as a representative of 
an official Russian organization and Russia as a whole. 
With regard to the celebration of Family Day in Russia, 
Baranov posted the following message on his personal 
Facebook page: “Holiday of the people! Holiday of 
normal people!”18 Who exactly Mr. Baranov considers 
“normal” remains unclear, but based on the theme of 
the holiday, one can assume that he means traditional 
families professing Orthodoxy and maintaining monog-
amous heterosexual relationships.In another example, 
also on his personal Facebook page, Baranov shared 
the Russian House’s official post about the meeting of the 
European Youth Parliament Serbia (one of 40 national 
branches of the European Youth Parliament—a network 
of nonprofit NGOs) on the territory of Russia’s Republic 
of Dagestan, where young politicians discussed global 
environmental problems. Even to such an event that, at 

17  “Blagodarstvennoe pis’mo,” Russkiy dom (website), July 30, 
2017, http://ruskidom.rs/Files/PDF/doc185.pdf; Yaroslav Shimov, 
“Slovatskaya operatsiya. Kak ‘Nochnye volki’ oseli v Evrope,” Radio 
Liberty, July 20, 2017, https://www.svoboda.org/a/29378807.html.
18 Yevgeny Baranov, “Prazdnik lyudey!,” Facebook (website), July 9, 
2021, https://www.facebook.com/evgeny.baranov.792/posts/ 
pfbid02igyGrQ14B9eTZjaMrgMTE5QgBcp5U5PMypmkixcphKfw 
2PEqMYBrQ7ZvwjXB1JMDl.

first glance, suggests a positive and conciliatory agen-
da, Baranov gives an anti-European introduction: “Well, 
there can be a European Parliament without quarrels, 
squabbles, and swagger! [For that] it is simply enough to 
gather under Russia’s roof :))).”19 He doesn’t specify what 
“quarrels and squabbles” in the European Parliament he 
is referring to.

THE RUSSIAN HOUSE’S 
NETWORK OF “FRIENDS”

The groups with which Baranov shares Russian 
House posts has a rather narrow focus: Orthodoxy, Pan-
Slavism, anti-Europeanism, separatism, Putin support 
(see screenshots below).

19 Yevgeny Baranov, “Nu vot mozhet zhe byt’ Evroparlament bez 
ssor...,” Facebook (website), July 18, 2021, https://www.facebook.com/
evgeny.baranov.792/posts/10160028398407269.
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“My Republika Srpska”20 is a Facebook group of 
Serbs in Republika Srpska, one of the two entities of Bos-
nia and Herzegovina. The Serbian authorities strongly 
support separatist sentiments in the region, and the Rus-
sian House has repeatedly held events with the Serbs 
from Republika Srpska and supported discussions, in-
cluding in the group itself, of holding a referendum on the 
republic’s secession from Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Another group is “All for Vladimir Vladimirovich 
Putin,”21 which features numerous anti-American posts, 
as well as ones in support of Russian policy on Ukraine.

The Senitsa group is a Facebook page of the epon-
ymous media outlet, which covers life in the Balkans. 
Alongside another local media outlet, Balkanist, it regu-
larly posts about the Russian House’s events, covers them 
in a favorable tone, and follows a similar agenda. In the 
author’s interviews with Russian expats, many respon-
dents pointed to the connection between these pages’ 
posts and the Russian House’s and Rossotrudnichestvo’s 
agenda. Information found on these media outlets’ web-
sites confirm that such a link does indeed exist. Listed 
among Senitsa’s partners are the same organizations 
as those on the Russian House website, i.e. the Embassy 
of the Russian Federation in Serbia, and even the Rus-
sian House itself. Senitsa’s editor-in-chief is Kirill Borsh-
chev; he is also the administrator of its Facebook group 
and, concurrently, deputy chairman of the Coordinating 

20  Official page of “My Republika Srpska” group on Facebook: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/republikosrpskavolimte/.
21  “Svi za Vladimira Vladimirovicha Putina” group on Facebook: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/389254861414934.

Council of Russian Compatriots in Serbia.22 
Balkanist, unlike Senitsa, has a more active and up-

to-date website. The outlet’s Telegram channel covers not 
only Serbian affairs, but other Balkan countries as well—
mainly the former Yugoslav republics.23 Balkanist’s gen-
eral manager and editor-in-chief is the Russian journalist 
and pro-Kremlin political commentator Oleg Bondaren-
ko, who, as the website suggests, personally participated 
in the annexation of Crimea and the fueling of the military 
conflict in Donbas.24

In Balkanist’s articles one can find some outrageous 
claims, such as a justification25 of the genocide of Bosnian 
Muslims.26 Despite the fact that the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia in The Hague found 
Bosnian Serb leaders Radovan Karadžić (in 2016) and 
Ratko Mladić (in 2017) guilty of several counts of geno-
cide, Bondarenko wrote an article denouncing the ver-
dict, denying the genocide, and calling Mladic a hero.27

Russian propagandists operate in Serbia in a favor-
able opinion climate and use various tools and organi-
zations, including the Orthodox Church, to fuel Serbian 
grievances against the West to prevent Serbia’s closer 
cooperation with the EU and NATO. A network of pro-
Kremlin actors promotes an aggressively negative agen-
da, manipulating historical narratives, traditional values, 
and conservative attitudes in Serbia. The Russian propa-
ganda messages might be blunt but, fanned through a 
coordinated network of outlets, they have an effect.

The Russian House has yet to organize a single truly 
large-scale cultural event; instead, it actively promotes 
militarism and coopts Serbian politicians. The number of 
openly pro-Russian groups and channels in Serbian so-
cial media is constantly growing, promoting the image 
of one common enemy—the West with its values, which 
stands in stark contrast with the image of a “strong friend 

22  “Kirill Borshchev: ‘Serbiya – posledniy real’ny soyuznik Rossii v 
Evrope’,” Zen, June 3, 2021, https://zen.yandex.ru/media/ruserbia/
kirill-borscev-serbiia--poslednii-realnyi-soiuznik-rossii-v-evrope-
60b86c022802c10d5c1452e1.
23  The official Telegram channel of Balkanist: https://t.me/
balkanist2019.
24  “About Us,” Balkanist, https://web.archive.org/
web/20210925145220/https://balkanist.ru/about-us/.
25  “Dazhe nakhodyas’ v tyur’me...,” Balkanist, November 10, 2021, 
https://t.me/balkanist2019/1921.
26  “Evreyskiy spor na temu genotsida v Srebrenitse,” Balkanist, August 
2, 2021, https://t.me/balkanist2019/1549.
27  “Kirill Borshchev: ‘Serbiya – posledniy real’ny soyuznik Rossii v 
Evrope’;” Yulia Ivanova, “Na zapadnov fronte bez peremen: reaktsiya na 
prigovor Ratko Mladichu govorit o krizise zapadnoy tsivilizatsii,” Balkanist, 
June 9, 2021, https://balkanist.ru/na-zapadnom-fronte-bez-peremen-
reaktsiya-na-prigovor-ratko-mladichu-govorit-o-krizise-zapadnoj-
tsivilizatsii.
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and older brother”—Russia. Senitsa and Balkanist are 
leading these efforts, not only engaging in propaganda, 
but also openly attacking Serbia-based Russians who 
disagree with the Kremlin’s speculation on the historical 
memory.

The official Russian media and its networks identified 
in this article are far from global reach and recognition, 
but they recycle the main messages of the global Russian 
propaganda, such as anti-Americanism and Euroscepti-
cism, criticisms of Western hegemony and human rights, 
suppression of the independence of liberal institutions, 
the “unifying” of Orthodox values. As a local addition 
to these narratives, the propaganda also constantly re-
calls hostilities against Serbs, which some Russians living 
in Serbia understand and sympathize with.

What can be done about the Russian propaganda in 
Serbia? Some symmetrical measures, as well as the pro-
motion of counter narratives should work well, because, 
on balance, despite history and the favorable attitudes 
towards Russia, there are still numerous issues marring 
Russian-Serbian relations. Since the attention of the aver-
age user does not extend beyond the second page of 
search results, those who wish to shape mass public opin-
ion need to get their messages on page one. Organiza-
tion and promotion of alternative groups on Facebook, 
joint cultural, charity, and sports events based on authen-
tic mutual interest, and cultural exchange programs can 
also help.
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Even though construction of the controversial Nord 
Stream 2 pipeline bringing Russian gas to Germany 
and onward to Central and Eastern Europe is finished, 
the political struggle around Russian energy exports to 
Europe and their consequences continues.1 Moreover, 
Europe’s current energy crisis and Russia’s machinations 
to exacerbate it and blackmail the EU into resuming long-
term contracts and accepting Nord Stream 2 as being in 
consonance with EU regulations illustrates how Moscow 
uses its energy leverage to influence European energy 
and other policies.2 Russian exploitation of its energy as-
sets for these and other malign purposes is, of course, 
a long-standing affair.3 But observers of the current cri-
sis have entirely overlooked its repercussions insofar as 
areas like the Balkans are concerned. In general terms 
the ongoing controversy highlights the politicization of 
energy as a primary day-to-day weapon in Russia’s 
struggle to prevent the integration of Europe, including 
the Balkans, around Western liberal democratic values 

1  Alan Riley, “Nord Stream 2: Sanctions, Snapbacks, and 
Solutions,” Ukrainian Research Institute (website), 2021, https://
huri.harvard.edu/files/huri/files/riley_-_nord_stream_2.pdf.
2  Max Seddon, David Sheppard, “Putin Denies Russia Is Restricting 
Gas Supplies to Europe,” Financial Times, October 13, 2021, https://
www.ft.com/content/228db4a7-5e81-4801-ac56-870e8bcfd1e5; 
Sergei Kapitonov, “European Gas Crisis: Russia to the Rescue?,” Carnegie 
Moscow (website), October 12, 2021, https://carnegiemoscow.org/
commentary/85545; David Sheppard, “Gas Shortages: What Is Driving 
Europe’s Energy Crisis?,” Irish Times, October 10, 2021, https://www.
irishtimes.com/business/energy-and-resources/gas-shortages-what-is-
driving-europe-s-energy-crisis-1.4700722.
3  Rem Korteweg, “Energy as a Tool of Foreign Policy of Authoritarian 
States, in Particular Russia,” European Parliament (website), April, 
2018, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/
STUD/2018/603868/EXPO_STU(2018)603868_EN.pdf.

and behaviors. And it also testifies to the international 
nature of Russia’s energy leverage in the Balkans, and in 
Europe more generally. Thus, any effort to assess Russian 
energy influence in a particular country like Serbia can-
not ever lose sight of the broader international dimension 
of the issue at hand. Moreover, absent domestic reform, 
energy remains the fundamental area of Russian eco-
nomic leverage and competitiveness globally as well as 
a major funding source for its malign influence on other 
European states. In the Balkans, Serbia is a prime target 
of this multi-dimensional effort by Russia to subvert and 
corrupt elites, parties, and institutions. Moreover, Russia’s 
primacy in the Serbian energy equation is long-lasting 
and therefore deeply enrooted in the region.

In Russia’s ongoing “war” against the EU’s program 
to integrate the Western Balkans into its midst, energy is 
a fundamental instrument of Russian power in its effort to 
effectuate what Balkan analysts have called “state cap-
ture of local governments, not only Serbia.”4 Indeed, a 
recent paper argues that, “employing energy is a hybrid 
form of political, societal, or economic coercion to meet 
political ends that can expose vulnerabilities of energy-

4  Heather A. Conley et al., “The Kremlin Playbook: Understanding 
Russian Influence in Central and Eastern Europe,” Vol. I, Center for 
Strategic and International Studies (website), October 13, 2016, https://
www.csis.org/analysis/kremlin-playbook; Heather A. Conley et al., 
“The Kremlin Playbook, Vol. 2: The Enablers,” Center for Strategic and 
International Studies (website), March 27, 2019, https://www.csis.org/
analysis/kremlin-playbook-2-enablers-0; Martin Vladimirov, “Reassessing 
Russian Influence: Economic and Governance Underpinning,” in: The 
Russian Economic Grip On Central and Eastern Europe, ed. Ognan 
Shentov, Ruslan Stefanov, and Martin Vladimirov (London: Routledge, 
2019).

ABOUT AUTHOR

Stephen Blank
An internationally recognized expert on Russian foreign and 
defense policies and international relations across the former 

Soviet Union

https://huri.harvard.edu/files/huri/files/riley_-_nord_stream_2.pdf
https://huri.harvard.edu/files/huri/files/riley_-_nord_stream_2.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/228db4a7-5e81-4801-ac56-870e8bcfd1e5
https://www.ft.com/content/228db4a7-5e81-4801-ac56-870e8bcfd1e5
https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/85545
https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/85545
https://www.irishtimes.com/business/energy-and-resources/gas-shortages-what-is-driving-europe-s-energy-crisis-1.4700722
https://www.irishtimes.com/business/energy-and-resources/gas-shortages-what-is-driving-europe-s-energy-crisis-1.4700722
https://www.irishtimes.com/business/energy-and-resources/gas-shortages-what-is-driving-europe-s-energy-crisis-1.4700722
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/603868/EXPO_STU(2018)603868_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/603868/EXPO_STU(2018)603868_EN.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/kremlin-playbook
https://www.csis.org/analysis/kremlin-playbook
https://www.csis.org/analysis/kremlin-playbook-2-enablers-0
https://www.csis.org/analysis/kremlin-playbook-2-enablers-0


26 The Kremlin’s Influence Quarterly: Serbia Special Issue

dependent countries.”5 Thus, Russia can employ its en-
ergy weapon either alone or in conjunction with other 
means of power at its disposal to break these countries’ 
resistance to Russian encroachments in economics, me-
dia, politics, or even defense.6

In many cases, Russia remains the primary if not sole 
provider of gas (and even oil) to Balkan states. And, as in 
the Serbian case, this energy primacy is deeply rooted. 
Neither is this problem exclusively a Serbian one. In-
deed, years ago this author heard Balkan and Hungar-
ian ministers say publicly that without Russian gas for the 
winter their people would freeze. Thus, Moscow’s poten-
tial leverage is quite strong and extensive. Not surprising-
ly, therefore, we have numerous examples, going back 
years, of Moscow utilizing that leverage for political pur-
poses, not least state capture, which entails the corrup-
tion and subversion of Balkan elites and state structures.7 
Moscow has further explicitly and frequently stated 
that its energy strategy has major foreign policy goals.8 
Lastly, the struggle for primacy in the Balkans continues, 
with Moscow constantly striving to reinforce its position, 
as seen in the recent energy deal with Hungary—a deal 
that explicitly ties Serbia into larger international energy 
agendas.9

So, in this context of ongoing political struggle and 
contention over energy flows, it is not too difficult to ob-
serve how energy leverage upon Serbia is part of the 
warp and woof of Russian foreign policy. Moreover, be-
cause Serbia does not directly border on Russia, Russian 
energy must reach it through third parties. Consequent-
ly, Russian energy influence in Serbia is tied to a larger 
project of using energy for nefarious purposes across 
the Balkans. And because the malign influence of Rus-
sian energy policies upon Serbia is inextricably tied to 
its larger and equally malign influence upon the Balkans 
in general, any solution of the problems growing out of 
Serbian dependence upon Russian exports of gas must 
similarly be international and, in the Balkans, multilateral.

5  Vera Ratsiborynska, “Russia’s Hybrid Warfare in the Form of Energy 
Maneuvers against Europe: How the EU and NATO Can Respond 
Together?,” NATO Defense College (website), no. 147 (2018): 3, https://
www.ndc.nato.int/news/news.php?icode=1186.
6  Ratsiborynska, “Russia’s Hybrid Warfare in the Form of Energy 
Maneuvers against Europe.”
7  Conley et al., “The Kremlin Playbook;” Vladimirov, “Reassessing 
Russian Influence.”
8  Energy Strategy of Russia for the Period up to 2030 (Moscow: Institute 
of Energy Strategy, 2010).
9  “Hungary Agrees 15-year Gas Deal with Gazprom – Foreign 
Minister,” Reuters, May 28, 2021, https://www.reuters.com/business/
energy/hungary-agrees-15-year-gas-deal-with-gazprom-foreign-
minister-2021-05-28/.

As we noted in previous works on this subject, this 
Kremlin leverage is a specific type of malicious influence 
that directly or indirectly undermines European values 
and democratic institutions.10 Indeed, Ukrainian analyst 
Orysia Lutsevych recently observed that for the Biden 
administration “corruption (in Ukraine if not elsewhere) 
is closely linked with malign (Russian) influence.”11 
And there is no doubt that the pervasive governmental 
corruption of Balkan states provides opportunities and 
openings for Russian influence. Energy policies abound 
with opportunities for corruption in the form of insider 
contracts, bribery, kickbacks, tariff manipulation, and 
pricing of energy exports. If one adds a Balkan tradition 
of corruption, lack of accountability, and a culture of 
insufficiently reformed governance, coupled with lack of 
respect for the rule of law, the ease with which corrup-
tion can flourish becomes readily apparent.

Thus, this definition of Russia’s malign influence 
makes clear that Russian activity in support of this lever-
age upon foreign governments and societies aims to 
erode the internal, if not external, security of the targeted 
government, in this case Serbia’s. Russia both exploits 
gaps in the capacity of the state to perform its func-
tions effectively and further undermines them, ultimately 
leading—as many have figured out when discussing the 
concept of reflexive control and active measures—to a 
situation where the ostensible pursuit by state authorities 
of Serbian interests is actually the pursuit of Russian in-
terests, whether or not those actors know it.12 And in the 
case of energy flows, given the inherently international 
element of the flow of Russian gas to Central and Eastern 
Europe, this malign influence is multilateral, thus affecting 
Serbia’s neighbors to whom it is directly connected by 
pipelines that bring gas from Russia to it. For example, in 
the late summer and fall of 2021, as energy prices rose 
in Europe, Russia was essentially blackmailing European 
consumers by withholding supplies, telling Europe that if 
it wanted to supply Ukraine it had to buy more from Rus-
sia, even as Moscow failed to utilize its available op-

10  See, for example, Stephen Blank’s chapter “Russia’s Quest for 
Military Influence in Serbia” in this issue.
11  Todd Prince, “As Washington Summit Nears, Disappointment 
Looms Over Ukraine-U.S. Relations,” Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty, 
August 29, 2021, https://www.rferl.org/a/biden-zelenskiy-ukraine-
meeting/31433599.html.
12  Keir Giles, James Sherr, Anthony Seaboyer, “Russian Reflexive 
Control,” Royal Military College of Canada (website), 2018, https://
www.researchgate.net/publication/328562833_Russian_Reflexive_
Control.
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tions for selling to Ukraine.13 Moreover, inasmuch as the 
Nord Stream 2 pipeline will benefit Germany and Russia 
at the expense of Central and Eastern Europe, countries 
like Serbia will be negatively impacted and likely have 
to pay higher prices, because they are essentially con-
fronting an unchecked monopoly supplier.14 Furthermore, 
if Europe succumbs to Russian pressure to legalize Nord 
Stream 2 and forgo other alternatives, that pipeline and 
its Balkan analogue, Turk Stream, will continue to exert 
Russian monopoly power over Serbia and similarly situ-
ated Balkan countries.

RUSSIAN ENERGY PRESENCE 
IN SERBIA

The Russian energy presence in Serbia dates back 
to 1992, when Russian firms started investing there. By 
2007, when Putin launched his Balkan energy offensive, 
not least to cut Ukraine out of a position of influence over 
Russian exports to Europe, Russia’s then ambassador to 
Serbia, Alexander Alekseyev, stated that, “Russia is inter-
ested in investing in all sectors of the Serbian economy, 
but most of all in the energy sector.”15 By 2004, Serbia 
was importing 99.6% of its gas imports and 89.6% of its 
oil imports from Russia. By the end of 2006, Belgrade had 
sold the Pojate-Nis pipeline to Jurosgas, a partly Russian 
owned corporation, while the newspaper Glas Javnosti 
commented that this meant Serbia had lost control over its 
basic gas infrastructure. It also observed that a coinciding 
memorandum of understanding between Gazprom and 
Srbijagas, Serbia’s state-owned natural gas provider, on 
constructing Moscow’s Blue Stream pipeline—its origi-
nal Balkan project—through Serbia could be viewed “as 
part of a much larger business arrangement.”16 Although 
the figures concerning gas and oil imports from Russia 
have fallen since then, as of 2018, according to the Cen-

13  Jennifer Granholm, “U.S. Vows to ‘Stand up’ to Alleged Gas 
Market Manipulation in Europe,” Financial Times, September 22, 
2021, https://www.ft.com/content/d7a98a13-4190-4e42-
9108-cfad4a13fc98; David Sheppard, Max Seddon, Nastasia 
Astrashueskaya, “IEA Urges Russia to Ramp up Gas Supply to 
Europe,” Financial Times, September 21, 2021, https://www.
ft.com/content/eb231586-7214-44af-99c2-b42ee408e206.
14  “Gazprom Rejects Gas Transit Increase as Europe Faces 
Winter Fuel Crisis,” The Moscow Times, September 21, 2021, 
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/09/21/gazprom-
rejects-gas-transit-increase-as-europe-faces-winter-fuel-
crisis-a75098.
15  “East Europe: Overview of Energy issues Dependence on Russia,” 
Open Source Center, May 16, 2007.
16  “East Europe: Overview of Energy issues Dependence on Russia.”

ter for the Study of Democracy in Bulgaria (CSD), Serbia 
imports about 65% of its natural gas needs from Russia 
and more than 70% of its crude oil consumption.”17

This agreement, it should also be noted, converted 
Serbia from being merely a consumer to becoming a 
transit country, since the pipeline would also bring gas 
to Croatia.18 This is apparently still the case for Moscow’s 
current projects, Turk Stream and its Turk Stream 2 corol-
lary, from the Greco-Turkish border to Bulgaria, Serbia, 
and Hungary, which contemplates Serbia as a transit 
country as well. Consequently, Hungary has built a pipe-
line from the Hungarian-Serbian border to Hungary’s 
gas network, and both sides expect an interconnector 
agreement soon. Indeed, gas deliveries to Hungary from 
Serbia were scheduled to begin in October 2021, and 
expected volumes could be even larger than contem-
plated in the Russo-Hungarian agreement, especially if 
demand grows. Concurrently, Hungary has announced 
a tripling of its cross-border gas shipment capacity to 
Slovakia, should the latter want this gas. Thus, Serbia’s 
freedom of action will be limited by the Russo-Hungarian 
agreement and previous accords with Moscow concern-
ing the Russian (and not Bulgarian) Turk Stream 2 pipe-
line.19 Naturally, not only is Serbia’s freedom of action 
with regard to gas contracts thereby limited, any rupture 
in these terms would rebound quite negatively upon rela-
tions with its neighbors.

These were only some of the signs of Russian energy 
leverage on Serbia. “By the end of 2008, Serbia had 
transferred 51% of its monopoly oil and gas company to 
Russia’s Gazprom subsidiary, which soon became one 
of the most profitable companies in the country, enabling 
Russia to dominate the Serbian energy sector.”20 That 
still is the case. Despite U.S. efforts during the Trump ad-
ministration to induce Serbia to buy U.S. LNG, Belgrade 
turned these offers down. Instead, it has opted for the 
new Turk Stream 2, which will replace the abortive South 
Stream project, bring Russian (and stolen Ukrainian) gas 
to Turkey, and thence to Bulgaria, Serbia, and Hungary.

17  Quoted in Damir Kaletovic, “Russia’s Latest Geopolitical 
Power Grab Is Going Unnoticed,” Oil Price (website), October 29, 
2018, https://oilprice.com/Geopolitics/Europe/Russias-Latest-
Geopolitical-Power-Grab-Is-Going-Unnoticed.html.
18  “East Europe: Overview of Energy issues Dependence on Russia.”
19  “Update-1 Hungary, Serbia to Strengthen Energy Ties with Gas, 
Electric Cooperation,” Reuters, June 5, 2020, https://www.reuters.com/
article/hungary-serbia-gas-transit-idAFL8N2DH399.
20  “Serbia: A Balancing Act,” Central European Times, April 2021, 
https://centraleuropeantimes.com/2021/04/russia-on-the-horizon-
serbian-russian-relationship/.
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The results of Russia’s assuming these positions of 
considerable leverage over Serbia’s economy were 
not long in making themselves felt. By 2014, Gazprom 
owned 56.15% of Serbia’s oil monopoly Naftna Indus-
trija Srbije (NIS). The underground gas storage Banats-
ki Dvor was owned by Gazprom (51%) and Srbijagas 
(49%).21 By that time (2014), Moscow’s energy leverage 
was extensive.

The economic instruments of pressure applied by 
Moscow towards Serbia include Russian domina-
tion in the fuel and gas sector. In 2008 the Russian 
Gazprom acquired the Serbian company NIS, 
thereby gaining full control over the oil processing 
sector (the Panchevo and Novi Sad refineries) and 
a strong position in the distribution network (in 2012 
the company had an 82% share in the fuel market 
and 38% in [the] retail market). The company has 
also taken over the only gas depot (Banatski Dvor) 
and has been granted a monopoly, on favorable 
terms, for the extraction of gas and oil in the terri-
tory of Serbia. An agreement on the construction 
of the South Stream gas pipeline has also been 
signed. Serbia has been dependent on the supply of 
fuel from Russia (98.81% of gas consumed by Ser-
bia comes from Russia) carried out by intermediary 
companies associated with Gazprom (e.g. the Yu-
gorosgaz company).22

These examples of Russian leverage upon the key 
energy sector offer Moscow opportunities that go far 
beyond the ability to influence Belgrade on key energy 
issues; they also help fund Moscow’s overall war on Eu-
rope, not least in the Balkans, e.g. media platforms at 
home or those it has acquired within Balkan states through 
energy and other investments. For example, a key sector 
of Serbia’s economy has now been subordinated to for-
eign Russian interests. Coupled with the leverage Mos-
cow has gained in its multi-sectoral efforts to penetrate 

21  Ariel Cohen, “How East-West Competition Turned 
Balkan Energy into a Geopolitical Football,” Journal of Energy 
Security, November 20, 2014, http://www.ensec.org/index.
php?option=com_content&id=563:how-east-west-competition-
turned-balkan-energy-into-a-geopolitical-football&catid=126:kr&I
temid=395.
22  Marta Szpala, “Russia in Serbia – Soft Power and 
Hard Interests,” Center for Eastern Studies (website), October 
29, 2014, https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-
commentary/2014-10-29/russia-serbia-soft-power-and-hard-
interests.

Serbia, this means that it can leverage not only key eco-
nomic sectors but also key individuals and institutions in 
a proliferating network of corruption. Since corruption is 
the appropriation of public goods for private benefits, to 
the extent Moscow can conduct such operations or have 
its “intermediaries” do so, key members of Serbia’s elite 
become vulnerable to blackmail, intimidation, and the 
lure of predation.

Thus, as a result of Russian economic leverage over 
Serbia’s energy sector,

In our view, Russian state-administered and -con-
trolled companies have won favorable repayment 
terms, gained preferential treatment to work in the 
country, and forced unnecessary energy purchases 
on the country’s balance sheet,” notes the CSD re-
port. “The renegotiation of the natural gas contract 
has significantly changed the Serbian energy import 
scheme and has gone largely unnoticed by the pub-
lic. A Russian-owned company effectively took con-
trol of the Serbian natural gas sector without much 
public discussion.23

Therefore, it is impossible to disagree with the assess-
ment by Mark Galeotti that, “the model therefore predicts 
that the overall Russian objective in Serbia will be state 
capture, trying to establish powerful networks of allies 
and clients able to dominate the country.”24

Second, Moscow utilizes its very strong position in 
Serbian politics and media to drive home the false mes-
sage that Russia is a major investor in and supporter of 
the Serbian economy. Thus, as one means of leverage, 
Russian President Putin told President Aleksandar Vučić 
on his visit in 2018 to Serbia that “Russia has already in-
vested more than $4 billion in Serbia, with an additional 
$1.4 billion forthcoming to help build up the natural gas 
energy pipeline and infrastructure Moscow needs to 
expand its Turk Stream project.”25 Yet, in fact, for all of 
Russia’s promises to Belgrade and to the Bosnian Serbs 
to whom it has promised billions in support for the state 
budget, as of 2020 these funds and many others that 

23  Quoted in Kaletovic, “Russia’s Latest Geopolitical Power Grab Is 
Going Unnoticed.”
24  Kaletovic, “Russia’s Latest Geopolitical Power Grab Is Going 
Unnoticed.”
25  “Russia Flexes Influence in Serbia,” The Cipher Brief, January 24, 
2019, https://www.thecipherbrief.com/column_article/russia-flexes-
influence-in-serbia.
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were also promised “do not seem to have materialized.”26 
Meanwhile the EU is Serbia’s largest trading partner and 
foreign investor, arguably making Sino-Russian leverage 
over Serbia rather more limited than it might appear.27 
Nevertheless, and clearly thanks to the Russian (and pos-
sibly Chinese) informational offensive, the vast majority 
of Serbs polled believe that Russia and China are Ser-
bia’s main economic partners.28

Be that as it may, there is no doubt that Serbia still 
keeps Russia in the game and that these economic-polit-
ical ties between Belgrade and Moscow have already 
created an apparent network of elites on both sides 
that clearly have a vested interest, if not also an offi-
cial relationship, to foster Serbian-Russian ties and are 
acting accordingly.29 So, even though many observers 
continue to assert that Russia’s leverage or hold over 
Serbia is decreasing, Serbia continues to insist that Rus-
sia must be a factor in its policies.30 Specifically, Foreign 
Minister Lavrov stated in 2020 that Moscow’s approval 
is necessary for any deal between Serbia and Kosovo 
ending their earlier conflict.31 Simultaneously, Vučić 
echoed Moscow’s stance then that no resolution with 
Kosovo could occur without Moscow’s consent and that 
he would reject EU membership if Belgrade did not re-
ceive compensations for recognizing Kosovo and drop-
ping attempts to have it enter the UN.32 Thus, Moscow 
clearly also possesses considerable diplomatic clout to 
enforce this stance.

So long as Serbia does not formally recognize 
Kosovo’s independence, it must rely on Russia’s 
veto power in the United Nations (UN) Security 
Council to prevent full international recognition of 
what it regards as a breakaway province. That de-
pendency gives Russia a nontrivial degree of influ-

26  Veerle Nouwens, Emily Ferris, “Sino-Russian Interests in 
Serbia: Competitive Coordinated or Complementary,” Royal 
United Service Institute (website), 2020, https://rusi.org/explore-
our-research/publications/occasional-papers/sino-russian-
interests-serbia-competitive-coordinated-or-complementary.
27  Nouwens, Ferris, “Sino-Russian Interests in Serbia.”
28  Nouwens, Ferris, “Sino-Russian Interests in Serbia.”
29  Nouwens, Ferris, “Sino-Russian Interests in Serbia.”
30  Vuk Vuksanovic, “Russia and Serbia: A Partnership Past its 
Prime,” Royal United Service Institute (website), September 23, 
2020, https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/
commentary/russia-and-serbia-partnership-past-its-prime.
31  “Moscow’s Approval Necessary for Any Deal Between Serbia, 
Kosovo, Lavrov Says,” Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty, June 19, 2020, 
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-serbia-kosovo-lavrov-grenell/30679106.
html.
32  Moscow’s Approval Necessary for Any Deal Between Serbia.”

ence, both in the region and within Serbia itself. 
The Kremlin fears that ending the conflict between 
Serbia and Kosovo will diminish Russia’s stature in 
Serbia and severely undermine its clout in the Bal-
kans.33

Therefore, Moscow will continue employing the in-
struments of influence that it has accrued in Serbia to un-
dermine any progress towards conflict resolution. 

Indeed, in October 2021, Vučić stated that, while he 
believes the future of the Western Balkans lies in the EU, 
nobody can deny Serbia the right to survive and have 
strong relations with Russia and China.34 So, despite the 
fact that he and his government are fully aware that Rus-
sia is trying to subvert that government and undermine 
Serbia’s independence, e.g. through influence opera-
tions like the one that was exposed in the army in 2018-
2019, Serbia, according to Vučić, still sees Russia as a 
“brotherly and friendly country.”35

TOWARDS THE FUTURE
This state of affairs will almost certainly continue well 

into the future unless fundamental transformations occur 
in Serbia and the Balkans more generally. It is, of course, 
hypothetically possible that Balkan states will soon under-
go a major and progressive transformation to more pro-
gressive forms of governance more aligned with the EU’s 
Acquis Communautaire and membership requirements. 
But in practical terms this is quite unlikely absent a major 
and parallel effort by the EU or some other actor, e.g. the 
U.S., to engender such changes. Moreover, apart from 
transforming governance in Balkan countries as a whole, 
the West, i.e. NATO and the EU, must effectuate a lasting 
and enduring resolution of the two issues that allow Russia 
to prevent what those organizations have called the “fi-
nalité of Balkan integration” with Europe, namely Bosnia 
and Kosovo, particularly the latter. At the same time, the 
West must also devise and, more importantly, execute, 
an energy program that effectively and for a long time, 

33  Maxim Samorukov, “Spoiler in the Balkans? Russia and the 
final Resolution of the Kosovo Conflict,” Carnegie Moscow (website), 
November 26, 2019, https://carnegie.ru/2019/11/26/spoiler-in-
balkans-russia-and-final-resolution-of-kosovo-conflict-pub-80429.
34  “Vucic: Serbia Wants to Survive, Wants Relations with All EU, Russia, 
and China,” Euractiv, October 7, 2021, https://www.euractiv.com/
section/politics/short_news/vucic-serbia-wants-to-survive-wants-all-eu-
russia-and-china/.
35  Tom Sayner, “Serbia Between Russia and the West,” Global 
Risk Insights (website), December 23, 2019, https://globalriskinsights.
com/2019/12/serbia-between-russia-and-the-west/.
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if not forever, terminates Russia’s monopoly over Balkan 
and thus European gas futures. Although reporting on the 
current gas crisis focuses on major consumers, e.g. Ger-
many, in fact it is the access through Balkan-based pipe-
lines that allows Moscow to impose its influence on Euro-
pean energy policy, advance its plans to isolate Ukraine 
from Europe, and keep the Balkans from integrating with 
Europe. Therefore, any coherent Western energy policy 
must advance on both tracks of conflict resolution and of 
fashioning a viable and durable energy regime. It is safe 
to say that, at present, there has been little or no progress 
on that. Moreover, it is also clear that the EU, at present, 
will not fix a date for Western Balkan adhesion to the EU, 
an action that, whatever its merits, keeps the door open 
to Russian interference.36

As long as Moscow possesses an uncontested en-
ergy and informational leverage upon Serbia and other 
Balkan governments, the West’s inability to fashion, let 
alone execute, a Balkan strategy will make it impossible 
to make progress on the conflict resolution agenda either 
in Bosnia or Kosovo. The same observation holds true for 
the failure to give some sort of target for EU accession 
and to bring sufficient pressure, coupled with induce-
ments, to incentivize progress towards meeting those 
targets. In both these cases, Russia, by virtue of its ex-
isting leverage, can pose as a benefactor. Recalcitrant, 
anti-peace, and/or anti-reform elements in Serbia and 
elsewhere have a stronger case in doing so. Indeed, at 
the most recent EU-Balkan summit, which Politico called 
a “showcase of duplicity,” EU President Ursula Von Ley-
en admitted that the EU has again failed to do its part in 
integrating these states.37

The consequences of this EU failure and neglect are 
by no means benign or minimal. In the most recent fla-
reup of tensions between Serbia and Kosovo, which al-
most led to mobilization of troops and actual hostilities, it 
is clear that Russian agents and the Russian government 
played a deliberate and both overt and covert role in 
inciting the conflict and Serb-Kosovar animosities. So, as 
was the case before 1914, Russia is again playing with 

36  “EU Agrees €30bn Western Balkan Package but No Date to Join 
Bloc,” Financial Times, October 7, 2021, https://www.ft.com/content/
fea6f010-a78f-482c-bcda-7f3f7c3d0740.
37  David M. Herszenhorn, Lili Bayer, “EU Leaders Back ‘Enlargement’ 
for Balkans – Just Not Anytime Soon,” Politico, October 7, 2021,  
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-leaders-enlargement-balkans/.

lighted matches in the Balkans.38 But absent any visible 
strategy by the EU or for that matter the Biden adminis-
tration, the effort to advance the Serb-Kosovar conflict 
resolution undertaken by the Trump administration has 
apparently come to a halt, and the new energy crisis 
confirms the absence of a viable EU plan for Europe. So, 
even if analysts want to claim that Moscow’s leverage 
over Serbia, either in part or in toto, is diminishing, the 
recent example indicates just how far Moscow can and 
will go to sustain its Balkan position and moreover, its 
ability to do so.39

In this context the energy crisis now roiling Europe 
underscores these conclusions. Given the coinciding and 
mutually reinforcing EU failures to devise a viable energy 
policy and program for the Balkans, and the failure of 
too many Balkan states to reform their governance, it 
is all too likely that the struggle between Moscow and 
the West will continue, and not only in Serbia. Given the 
actual conditions on the ground in Europe, it is clearly 
premature to say, as does IHS Markit, that, “By the early 
2020s, most European gas consumers will have a wider 
choice of potential suppliers and delivery routes, and thus 
an enhanced opportunity to choose among competitive 
supply options.”40 Likewise it appears to be premature, to 
say the least, to conclude that,

After twenty years of regulatory liberalization and 
antitrust enforcement, most gas consumers in Europe 
now enjoy highly liquid and competitive gas mar-
kets, with prices reflecting the balance between sup-
ply and demand and linked to global gas markets.41

And whatever the case may be in the rest of Europe, 
this rosy scenario is certainly not the reality in the Balkans 
and Southeast Europe, where, admittedly, there still exists 
“a mosaic of exceptions.”42 Moreover, one of Moscow’s 
most potent instruments for forging long-term energy de-

38  “Kak Rossiya pytaetsya razzhech’ zatukhayushchiy konflikt na 
Balkanakh,” Informatsionnoe Soprotivleniye (website), October 3, 
2021, https://sprotyv.info/analitica/kak-rossiya-pytaetsya-razzhech-
zatuhajushhij-konflikt-na-balkanah; “Rossii pochti udalos’ razzhech’ 
voenny konflikt na Balkanakh,” Informatsionnoe Soprotivleniye (website), 
October 3, 2021, https://sprotyv.info/analitica/rossii-pochti-udalos-
razzhech-voennyj-konflikt-na-balkanah; Janusz Bugajski, “Is Russia 
Planning a New Balkan War?,” Washington Examiner, October 6, 2021, 
https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/opinion/is-russia-planning-a-
new-balkan-war.
39  Vuksanovic, “Russia and Serbia.”
40  Quoted in: Thane Gustafson, The Bridge: Natural Gas in a Redivided 
Europe (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2020), 315.
41  Gustafson, The Bridge.
42  Gustafson, The Bridge.
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pendence—long-term contracts obligating consumers to 
buy gas at agreed-upon volumes regardless of price—
never fully disappeared. While prices changed in Europe 
to reflect new EU regulations allowing consumers to pay 
for gas at spot market prices, they are still bound to pur-
chase certain volumes of gas for long terms.43 It cannot 
be a coincidence that Putin’s comments on the present 
energy crisis emphasized the belief that Europe made a 
fundamental mistake (one that he implies should be cor-
rected) in forsaking long-term contracts.44 Neither should 
we be surprised that Russia’s Ambassador to the EU, 
Vladimir Chizhov, scolded Europe for treating Russia as 
an adversary and implicitly linked the current gas crisis to 
EU opposition to Russian policies, while adding to Rus-
sian pressure to restore long-term contracts.45

These recent developments, coming, as they do, 
on top of past trends in Russia’s energy leverage upon 
Serbia, strengthen the argument above that this is not 
exclusively a bilateral issue. Rather, if the West wants to 
reduce (for it is quite unlikely that it can or even should 
aim at eliminating Russian gas exports to Balkan states) 
Serbian and other Balkan states’ dependence on Russian 
gas, then it needs to forge a genuinely international ap-
proach. The demand for a viable strategy to accomplish 
these objectives, in turn, mandates an arduous but still 
viable approach from Brussels and Washington (who 
must contribute by raising gas exports to Europe, in par-
ticular Eastern Europe, including the Balkans). Indeed, 
the demand for a viable strategy to meet and surmount 
this Russian threat entails adopting what many observers 
would regard as a contradictory approach: simultane-
ously forging ahead on decarbonization to mitigate cli-
mate change, while also promoting gas as a transition 
fuel away from coal and oil.

In turn, this means bringing new sources of gas to 
Europe from the U.S., and other sources like Africa, and 
simultaneously resolving the bottleneck in the Eastern 
Mediterranean so that Cypriot, Egyptian, Israeli, and 
prospectively Lebanese gas can flow to Greek terminals 
and then via a series of pipelines and interconnectors to 
the rest of the Balkans and Europe. It also simultaneously 
entails moving forward on this network of interconnec-
tors and pipelines. Lastly, in energy terms, it also means 

43  Gustafson, The Bridge.
44  “EC Made a Mistake Switching from Long-Term Gas Contracts to 
Spot Trading, Putin Says,” TASS, October 6, 2021, https://tass.com/
economy/1346433.
45  Henry Foy, Sam Fleming, “Moscow’s EU Envoy Urges Europe to Fix 
Ties to Avoid Gas Shortages,” Financial Times, October 11, 2021, https://
www.ft.com/content/80109d85-f896-44fc-b4da-523b626c5c3d.

incentivizing and accelerating Ukraine’s effort to become 
not merely self-sufficient in gas—which it can do—but 
also galvanizing its activity to the point where it can, with 
Romania, export gas or other forms of energy throughout 
the Balkans.46

Carrying out this strategy might also incentivize both 
the EU and Balkan governments to make progress on the 
thorny issues of conflict resolution and of governance. 
This is by no means impossible, though the arduousness 
and burden of this strategy is the direct result of the previ-
ous years of neglect. Bulgaria and North Macedonia, for 
example, have just “mapped out” a path towards resolv-
ing their standoff over shared culture that has precluded 
North Macedonia’s entry into the EU.47

Indeed, some of the elements by which the West 
might counter Russia’s energy influence upon Serbia and 
its neighbors are already coming into sight if not being. 
In the Balkans, the key development is the beginning of 
operations at Croatia’s Krk Island terminal. This develop-
ment opens the way for pipeline gas to go from Turkey 
or Greece directly to Croatia, and from there to Central 
Europe and Italy. Thus, not only Turk Stream gas but gas 
from other sources will be able to traverse an evolving 
series of interconnectors in Eastern and Central Europe, 
greatly enhancing opportunities for new suppliers. This 
project of strategic magnitude for the EU and Croatia will 
have a capacity to feed up to 2.6 bcm per year of natu-
ral gas into Croatia’s national grid and send more gas 
through Croatia to other European destinations.48 This 
terminal will supply gas to Croatia’s national transmission 
network, which is connected with EU countries, includ-
ing Slovenia, Italy, and Hungary. The LNG can also be 
delivered to other EU countries via non-EU countries like 
Serbia and Montenegro.49 This fact alone, not to mention 
the new sources and heightened demand for gas due 
to climate and other factors, will allow Albania, which 

46  Anatoliy Amelin, Adrian Prokip, Andreas Umland, “The Forgotten 
Potential of Ukraine’s Energy Reserves,” Harvard International Review, 
October 10, 2020, https://hir.harvard.edu/ukraine-energy-reserves; 
Oliver Rolofs, “Opinion: Ukraine Could Move from Gas Transit Nation to 
Hydrogen Exporter,” Deutsche Welle, August 26, 2021, https://www.
dw.com/en/opinion-ukraine-could-move-from-gas-transit-nation-to-
hydrogen-exporter/a-58988425.
47  “Bulgaria, North Macedonia Map Path out of Standoff Blocking EU 
Progress,” Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty, October 6, 2021, https://
www.rferl.org/a/bulgaria-north-macedonia-eu-talks/31496386.html.
48  Adnan Bajic, “Croatia’s LNG Terminal Starts Commercial 
Operation,” Offshore Energy, January 4, 2021, https://www.
offshore-energy.biz/croatias-lng-terminal-starts-commercial-
operation/.
49  “KrK LNG Terminal,” NS Energy (website), https://www.
nsenergybusiness.com/projects/krk-lng-terminal/.
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is now both a consumer and transit country, to diversify 
its sources and become an important point for delivering 
new gas from the TANAP-TAP line or the Eastern Mediter-
ranean to Italy, Germany, and other Balkan and Central 
European countries. And since the TANAP-TAP line can 
double its capacity for bringing gas into the Balkans, the 
combination of these two completed infrastructure proj-
ects generates demand for gas from non-Russian sourc-
es, stimulates pressure for gasification in the Balkans, 
which desperately need new sources of gas and energy, 
and will markedly reduce polluting energy use of coal, 
lignite, etc. These infrastructure projects, because they 
are inherently multilateral, will also foster regional and 
international cooperation with sources other than Russia. 
Azerbaijan is the majority owner of the Revithoussa LNG 
terminal in Greece, while Albania, for example, has de-
vised a new program of gasification with support from 
the EU and USAID.50

Moreover, the opening of the KrK Island LNG termi-
nal and of the TAP line, Bulgaria’s receipt of Azeri gas, 
and the shipping of gas from Russia’s Turk Stream project 
through Bulgaria to Serbia and then Hungary create a 
picture of more intense and overt East-West gas rivalry. 
This is because the opening of the KrK Island terminal, 
for the first time, challenges Gazprom’s monopoly in the 
Balkans. While Bulgaria’s government pretends that buy-
ing Azeri gas means full diversification of supply, it is still 
covertly tied to Turk Stream and its Turk Stream 2 branch 
through Bulgaria to Serbia, as has recently been dis-
closed.51 However, the opening of the Krk Island termi-
nal challenges that monopoly in Croatia, Hungary, and 
Ukraine, relatively large markets for Gazprom.

50  “Energy Strategy for Albania,” USAID (website), January 2018, 
https://www.h2o-initiative.org/wp-content/uploads/documents-
public/Albania/USAID-2018-Albanian-Energy-Strategy.pdf; Ole 
Johansen et al., Gas Master Plan for Albania & Project Identification 
Plan: Gas Infrastructure Master Plan, Ministria e Infrastruktures dhe 
Energjise (website), November 2016, https://www.infrastruktura.
gov.al/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/WB11-ALB-ENE-01_final_
GMP_2016_11_24.pdf.
51  “Russia Evades US Sanctions on TurkStream Using 
Proxy Companies,” Center for the Study of Democracy 
(website), October 19, 2020, https://csd.bg/blog/
blogpost/2020/10/19/russia-evades-us-sanctions-on-
turkstream-using-proxy-companies/; “Russian Companies 
Subcontracted for Bulgarian Section of Turk Stream to Expedite Its 
Completion,” Janes IntelTrak (website), August 11, 2020, https://
www.rwradvisory.com/russian-companies-subcontracted-for-
bulgarian-section-of-turk-stream-to-expedite-its-completion/; 
Ivaylo Stanchev, “Kak Rusiya si vze gazoprovoda i 3 mlrd. 
Leva,” Kapital, October 16, 2020, https://www.capital.bg/
biznes/energetika/2020/10/16/4127009_kak_rusiia_si_vze_
gazoprovoda_i_3_mlrd_leva/.

A tanker supplied US LNG, which was modified 
and pumped into the EU-linked Croatian distribution 
network. For Croatia, which had so far been sup-
plied by Gazprom almost exclusively, it also meant 
a big leap toward diversification.52 The nation can 
now also export gas to Hungary, Ukraine and other 
countries.53

Thus, Gazprom will face serious competition in Cro-
atia. That will put pressure on gas prices in Croatia and 
beyond, since much of the Krk Island terminal gas will 
likely be exported. The bulk will probably go to Hunga-
ry, with Ukraine being floated as a potential customer, 
too. Meanwhile, the need to complete the Turk Stream 2 
pipeline from Turkey across Bulgaria to Serbia and then 
Hungary makes Gazprom Hungary’s lead supplier.

But competition from Croatia will be omnipresent 
now. According to Croatia Week, the LNG terminal 
near Krk is already fully booked for the next three 
years, with sizeable orders reaching into 2035. 
It will make the terminal a long-term and sought-af-
ter competitor, even though regasified LNG is usu-
ally more expensive than pipeline gas.54

These considerations, new sources from the U.S. 
(LNG), the Caucasus and Central Asia, the Eastern Med-
iterranean, and Africa on top of existing ones, and the 
growing cooperative impulse represent major alterna-
tives to the existing the East-West struggle over energy 
pipelines. Analysts believe them to be crucial factors in 
determining not just Balkan energy security, but that of 
Europe, including Russia. Therefore, if the right pipelines 
and interconnectors are built as new supplies come to 
market, it will be possible to supply Serbia—which is 
merely a consumer and transit state lacking its own en-
ergy sources—with energy from diverse sources, includ-
ing, but not necessarily, Russia. If the Ionian-Adriatic 
pipeline is built from the TANAP-TAP line in Albania to 

52  Richard Grenell, Carla Sands, Gordon Sonneland, “Opinion: 
Europe Must Retain Control of Its Energy Security,” Deutsche 
Welle, February 7, 2019, https://www.dw.com/en/opinion-
europe-must-retain-control-of-its-energy-security/a-47399924.
53  Andrey Gurkov, “Gazprom Loses Gas Monopoly as 
Southeast European Market Advances,” Deutsche Welle, 
January 8, 2021, https://www.dw.com/en/gazprom-loses-gas-
monopoly-as-southeast-european-market-advances/a-56173827.
54  Gurkov, “Gazprom Loses Gas Monopoly as Southeast European 
Market Advances.”
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https://www.h2o-initiative.org/wp-content/uploads/documents-public/Albania/USAID-2018-Albanian-Energy-Strategy.pdf
https://www.infrastruktura.gov.al/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/WB11-ALB-ENE-01_final_GMP_2016_11_24.pdf
https://www.infrastruktura.gov.al/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/WB11-ALB-ENE-01_final_GMP_2016_11_24.pdf
https://www.infrastruktura.gov.al/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/WB11-ALB-ENE-01_final_GMP_2016_11_24.pdf
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the Krk Island terminal, and interconnectors currently un-
der construction are finished linking Northern and South-
east Europe, a genuine globalization and diversification 
of energy supplies, with attendant consequences both 
economic and political, shall become possible for Serbia 
and its neighbors. And those consequences surely entail 
the reduction of Russia’s energy leverage on Balkan and 
Central European states.55

Thus, just as Russia’s energy leverage upon Serbia 
and its neighbors is very much an international issue, so 
too must the overcoming of that leverage be conceived of 
strategically, in an international context.

CONCLUSION
It is a matter of some urgency for the EU and Wash-

ington to think in strategic terms about resisting and over-
coming Moscow’s multi-pronged energy strategy. The 
present energy crisis in Europe should generate some 
sense of urgency in Brussels and Washington to prevent 
new such episodes. Meanwhile, Russian statements at-
tributing blame exclusively to Brussels for the crisis and 
indicating its preferred outcome reveal quite clearly what 
Russia’s objectives are in return for bailing Europe out of 
the crisis, or more precisely saying it will do so. For, at 
the time of writing, Moscow has promised to send new 
supplies but has not done so, even as it has contribut-
ed to the crisis by withholding contracted supplies from 
Ukraine.56 Russia’s stated and implicit objectives in help-
ing to foment this crisis are clear. They entail restoring its 
energy hegemony and ensuing political leverage over 
numerous European countries, legalizing Nord Stream 2 
to extend that leverage into the long term, preserving its 
monopoly in the Balkans and elsewhere through the res-
titution of long-term contracts and future favorable politi-
cal and gas deals. And this legalization of Nord Stream 
2, coupled with isolating Ukraine from European energy 
sources and forcing it into what Moscow hopes will be 
permanent dependence upon Russia, are all evident to 
observers. Indeed, Moscow has stated these goals many 
times.

Meanwhile, Moscow is moving quickly to exploit 
the crisis to strengthen its hold on other Balkan states 
where its predominant energy influence has long fos-
tered an extensive degree of state capture and massive 

55  Stephen Blank, “The Balkans and Euro-Atlantic Energy Security,” 
Orbis, vol. 66, no. 1 (2022), 58-77, https://www.sciencedirect.com/
science/article/abs/pii/S0030438721000661.
56  Blank, “The Balkans and Euro-Atlantic Energy Security.”

corruption, namely Bulgaria and Moldova. Thus, Russia 
is offering Bulgaria a new long-term gas deal. But since 
Bulgaria is undergoing a cabinet crisis and is ruled by a 
caretaker government, no serious talks have taken place. 
Nevertheless, the advent of a new government as winter 
sets in will focus minds on reaching an agreement with 
Moscow, as will pressure from pro-Russian elites.57 In 
Moldova’s case, Moscow’s extortionate demands and 
willingness to use energy supplies for political advantage 
are already obvious.

Moldova is requesting emergency gas supplies from 
EU countries after Russian state-controlled exporter 
Gazprom slashed its shipments to the country amid a 
wider European gas crunch. The former Soviet state 
of 2.6m people is seeking a deal to supply more 
gas via Romania to alleviate shortages and surging 
prices after a supply contract ran out last month, ac-
cording to two people involved in the talks. Officials 
are unwilling to agree to new terms with Gazprom 
at a significantly higher price. Supply to Moldova, 
wedged between Romania and Ukraine, has fallen 
by around one-third while prices have shot up from 
$550 per thousand cubic meters last month to $790 
this month—nearly five times the average that the 
country paid last year.58

Should Moscow successfully impose its will on these 
countries, it will be well-nigh impossible for Serbia to de-
mand better conditions, as it will be at the mercy of an 
oligopolistic if not monopoly supplier. That is especially 
the case as Foreign Minister Lavrov maintains that Russia 
and Serbia enjoy “a confidential dialogue” and strate-
gic partnership, i.e. the pressure applied by Moscow will 
be direct and unmediated by any intervening actor, as 
the EU will be wholly out of the picture here.59 Thus, it is 
equally clear that the Turk Stream and Turk Stream 2 pipe-
lines bringing gas to the Balkans from Russia represent as 
much of a strike against the EU and its integration projects 
as do Nord Stream and Nord Stream 2. This “dialogue” 

57  “Russia Offers ‘Poor’ Bulgaria New Long-Term Contract with 
Gazprom,” Euractiv, October 12, 2021, https://www.euractiv.com/
section/politics/short_news/russia-offers-poor-bulgaria-new-long-term-
contract-with-gazprom/.
58  Henry Foy, Max Seddon, David Sheppard, “Moldova Requests 
EU Help After Gazprom Reduces Gas Flows,” Financial Times, October 
11, 2021, https://www.ft.com/content/3514c7ed-8d23-4a74-8b64-
cfda624138c3.
59  “Lavrov Says Serbia and Russia Have a Confidential Dialogue,” 
Euractiv, October 13, 2021, https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/
short_news/lavrov-says-serbia-and-russia-have-a-confidential-dialogue/.
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and partnership can readily and easily transform itself 
into a concerted Russia-backed Serbian strike, politically 
and economically, if not militarily, against Kosovo, which 
is already suffering from the energy crisis.60 Indeed, this 
“confidential dialogue” and strategic partnership have 
led diaspora groups of Bosnians, Montenegrins, and Al-
banians to urge a return of U.S. leadership in the Balkans 
to counter what they perceive as Serbian threats, which, 
as we see, have been incited and emboldened by Rus-
sia.61

Thus, failure to address Russia’s energy leverage (not 
to mention its other forms of leverage, e.g. through the 
media) not only ensures the perpetuation of the gover-
nance practices that obstruct entry into the EU but also 
strengthens Russia’s leverage in other fields as well. As 
The Economist observes, “if incentives for good behavior 
disappear, so do disincentives for bad behavior,” and 
not only in energy, as Kosovo shows.62 Indeed, the West-
ern Balkans, including Serbia, not fantasies of defense 
autonomy, represent the real and—thanks to the threat of 
war and instability—most pressing test of the EU’s foreign 
policy capability, especially as Brussels has now made 
it clear that EU enlargement is dead, at least for now.63

As we stated at the beginning of this essay, the prob-
lem of Russia’s energy influence or leverage upon Serbia 
is an element of both Serbian domestic politics and Rus-
sian foreign policy, i.e. it is intrinsically a foreign policy 
question. Here, the EU must help Serbia develop the 
internal resilience it needs to make peace with Kosovo 
and Bosnia and to become a more democratic and truly 
Western-oriented state so that it can achieve enhanced 
security, democracy, and prosperity. Clearly these aims 
are antithetical to Moscow’s objectives and desiderata.

60  “Increased Energy Prices Lead to Factory Closures in Kosovo,” 
Euractiv, October 13, 2021, https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/
short_news/increased-energy-prices-lead-to-factory-closures-in-kosovo/.
61  “Call For Urgent Return of US Leadership in Balkans Against Serbia’s 
Threats,” Euractiv, October 12, 2021, https://europ.info/countries/
serbia/2021/10/11/call-for-urgent-return-of-us-leadership-in-balkans-
against-serbias-threats-euractiv/.
62  “The European Union Should Not Give up on Enlargement,” 
The Economist, October 9, 2021, https://www.economist.com/
europe/2021/10/09/the-european-union-should-not-give-up-on-
enlargement.
63  “The European Union Should Not Give up on Enlargement.”

The Kremlin’s idea of   Russian-Serbian solidarity is 
that Belgrade will not do anything that Moscow does 
not approve of. Russia is not interested in a definitive 
solution to the Serbian-Kosovo issue, as it fears that 
as a result it would lose its position in the Balkans as 
the dominant force most suited to resolving conflict 
situations. Hence, Russia is actively trying to impede 
Serbia’s growing relationship with Western Europe 
every step of the way.64

Russia’s energy leverage on Serbia is thus fundamen-
tal to its strategy in the Balkans, which entails indefinite 
extension and, if necessary, incitement of the state of war 
that still persists there. At the same time, Russian energy 
influence and dominance over the Balkans is no less es-
sential to its strategy of perpetuating war and partition in 
Ukraine. Thus, in the final analysis, the unresolved issues 
of Russian influence in Serbia and the Balkans are critical 
to the question of war and peace in the Balkans and even 
Ukraine. Since history teaches us that no Balkan crisis or 
conflict takes place without triggering an upheaval in the 
European state system, the urgent necessity of reducing 
and countering this malign influence should be more ob-
vious to policymakers than is currently the case.65

64  Grigorij Mesežnikov, “Stuck in the Russian Web,” Visegrad 
Insight, November 26, 2020, https://visegradinsight.eu/serbia-
stuck-in-the-russian-web/.
65  “The European Union Should Not Give up on Enlargement.”
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INTRODUCTION
We frequently encounter the term “malign influence” 

describing Russian operations abroad, and Serbia is no 
exception.1 This term has become something of a trope in 
innumerable reports that generally refer to Russia’s infor-
mation, cyber, and political attacks on Western and Eu-
ropean democratic states. The maliciousness of this Krem-
lin influence directly and indirectly undermines European 
values and democratic institutions.2 Ukrainian analyst 
Orysia Lutsevych recently observed that for the Biden 
Administration, “corruption (in Ukraine if not elsewhere) 
is closely linked with malign [Russian] influence.”3 There 
is no doubt that the pervasive governmental corruption of 
the Balkan states provides opportunities for Russian influ-
ence.

This definition makes clear that Russia’s activity in 
support of this malign influence aims to undermine the 
internal and external security of a targeted government. 
In the case of Serbia, Russia not only exploits gaps in the 
state’s capacity to perform its functions effectively but also 
undermines those officials’ capacity ultimately leading to 
a situation where the ostensible pursuit by state authori-
ties of Serbian interests is actually the pursuit of Russian 

1  Putin’s Asymmetric Assault on Democracy in Russia and Europe: 
Implications for U.S. National Security (Washington: U.S. Government 
Publishing Office, 2017), https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CPRT-
115SPRT28110/html/CPRT-115SPRT28110.htm; Miriam Matthews et al., 
Understanding and Defending Against Russia’s Malign and Subversive 
Information Efforts in Europe (Santa Monica: Rand Corporation, 2021).
2  Anton Shekhovtsov, “Conceptualising Malign Influence of Putin’s 
Russia in Europe” (Washington, DC: Free Russia Foundation, 2020), 
https://www.4freerussia.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2020/04/
Maligh-Influence_web_eng-5.pdf, 5.
3  Todd Prince, “As Washington Summit Nears, Disappointment Looms 
Over Ukraine-U.S. Relations,” Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty, 
August 29, 2021, https://www.rferl.org/a/biden-zelenskiy-ukraine-
meeting/31433599.html.

interests, whether those actors know it.4 While this defi-
nition already encompasses informational, cyber, and 
other political attacks on targeted states that aim to sub-
vert their governing institutions, it should be expanded to 
include the security dimension when discussing the mani-
festations of Russian military and paramilitary instruments 
of power and policy in Serbia or elsewhere. This is be-
cause Moscow has sought to use its assets in Serbia be-
yond influencing the regular Serbian armed forces and 
government to destabilize neighboring governments. It 
has also used assets among the Serb diaspora in Bosnia 
and Kosovo for similar purposes. In the military sphere, 
which encompasses regular and irregular (such as para-
military formations) armed forces, Russia has tried to go 
beyond subversion to outright coups d’état and destabi-
lizing activities, which fall under a much broader defini-
tion of malignity.

The diverse manifestations of Russian influence in 
Serbian military and paramilitary institutions aim to cor-
rode the domestic security of Serbian governmental insti-
tutions and those of neighboring states. Moscow targets 
internal governance mechanisms, in order to weaken 
them. Therefore, their invigoration is an antidote to Rus-
sian activities, and these mechanisms for enhancing state 
capacities, including those of defense organizations, 
need to be strengthened to enhance the resiliency of tar-
geted states like Serbia and its neighbors.5 

4  Keir Giles, James Sherr, Anthony Seaboyer, “Russian Reflexive 
Control,” Royal Military College of Canada (website), 2018, https://
www.researchgate.net/publication/328562833_Russian_Reflexive_
Control.
5  Cynthia J. Buckley, Ralph Clem, Erik Herron, “Peer/Near 
Peer Challenges to Strategic Stability: The Need to Securitize State 
Capacity,” SMA Perspectives: Emergent Issues for US National 
Security, November 2020, https://nsiteam.com/social/wp-
content/uploads/2020/11/SMA-Paper_Present-and-Future-
Challenges-to-Global-Cooperation-and-Competition_FINAL.pdf, 
20-25.
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RUSSIAN OBJECTIVES
If we broadly characterize Russian malign activities 

in the Balkans as a multi-dimensional series of attacks on 
the governing institutions of regional states to destabilize 
them and weaken their sovereignty— using these actors 
to advance Moscow’s rather than Belgrade’s aims— how 
do we define Moscow’s objectives? To answer that ques-
tion, we must first understand that for a long time, Mos-
cow has regarded itself as being at war with the West. 
On January 18, 2005, Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov 
told the Academy of Military Sciences,

Let us face it, there is a war against Russia under 
way, and it has been going on for quite a few 
years. No one declared war on us. There is not one 
country that would be in a state of war with Russia. 
But there are people and organizations in various 
countries, who take part in hostilities against the 
Russian Federation.6

In this war, the Balkans may be seen as a theater of 
strategic albeit non-kinetic action, with Serbia as a key 
front. As in any war, Moscow pursues key strategic ob-
jectives unrelentingly. A fundamental goal here is the re-
pudiation of the post-Cold War settlement of 1989-1991 
in Europe that Russia regards, along with the overall 
global order, as illegitimate. Dmitry Peskov, Vladimir Pu-
tin’s press secretary, recently admitted that Putin’s initia-
tives aim to overhaul the system of international relations.7 
Similarly, Russian journalist Alexander Skobov noted that 
Putin is not aiming merely at subordinating Ukraine to 
Russia but is forcing the West to recognize his right and 
power to do so, an acknowledgement that would destroy  
the rule of order in the international system as it stands.8 
This objective dates back at least to Joseph Stalin, if not 
before. In 1939, soon after the Nazi-Soviet pact, Deputy 
Foreign Minister Lozovksy told a Swedish diplomat that, 
“No one can any longer pronounce on important ques-
tions concerning international relations – and above all 
questions concerning Eastern Europe – without the active 

6  Makhmut Gareev, Srazheniya na voenno-istoricheskom fronte 
(Moscow: ISAN Press, 2010), 729.
7  “Putin’s Initiatives Aim to Overhaul International Relations, Says 
Kremlin,” TASS, July 2, 2021, https://tass.com/politics/1309569.
8  Paul Goble, “Putin’s Moves in Ukraine Part of Broader Effort to 
Destroy International Rules of the Game and Force West to Recognize His 
Right to Do So, Skobov Says,” Euromaidan Press, April 19, 2021, http://
euromaidanpress.com/2021/04/19/putins-aggression-against-ukraine-
part-of-broader-effort-to-destroy-international-rules-of-the-game-and-
force-west-to-recognize-his-right-to-do-so-skobov-says/.

participation of the Soviet Union.”9 This sentiment was 
memorably captured by Foreign Minister Andrei Gro-
myko in 1971 when he told the XXIV Party Congress that, 
no question in world politics could be decided without 
the participation of the Soviet Union.10

For Russia to have any realistic hope of achieving 
and sustaining a new world order during a crisis today, 
its main strategic-political objective must be to recapture 
some, if not all, of the status enjoyed by the Soviet Union 
at its height. This means it must prove that it has a right to 
“sit at the presidium table” and enjoy the prerogatives of 
a great global power like the US.

Today’s ambitions are not dissimilar to that observed 
at least in Europe and areas of historic Russian interest 
like the Levant, nor have they changed much since the 
1990s. For example, Sergei Rogov, Director of the USA 
Institute and an advisor to the government and Foreign 
Ministry wrote in 1997 that,

First of all, Moscow should seek to preserve the 
special character of Russian-American relations. 
Washington should recognize the exceptional 
status of the Russian Federation in the formation of 
a new system of international relations, a role dif-
ferent from that which Germany, Japan, or China 
or any other center of power plays in the global 
arena.11

Dmitri Trenin, Director of the Carnegie Endowment’s 
Moscow office, similarly observed that Russian analysts 
argue that current difficulties are transient, but Russia is 
entitled to this “presidium seat” in Europe, the Middle 
East, Asia, and on global issues.12 As one official told 
journalist Edward Lucas in 2000, the intention is, “Noth-
ing happens that we don’t know about, and nothing 

9  Quoted in Jonathan Haslam, The Spectre of War: International 
Communism and the Origin of World War II (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2021), 324.
10  Robert J. McMahon, The Cold War: A Very Short Introduction 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 126.
11  Sergey M. Rogov, “Russia and NATO’s Enlargement: The 
Search for a Compromise at the Helsinki Summit,” CNA Information 
Memorandum, no. 513, Center for Naval Analyses, May 1997, p. 
10.
12  For Trenin’s views and other such expressions see, E-mail Letter 
from Darrell Hammer, Johnson’s Russia List, February 5, 1997; 
Dmitry Trenin, “Transformation of Russian Foreign Policy: NATO 
Expansion Can Have Negative Consequences for the West,” 
Nezavisimaya Gazeta, February 5, 1997; J. Michael Waller, 
“Primakov’s Imperial Line,” Perspective, vol. VII, no. 3 (1997): 2-6; 
“Primakov, Setting a New, Tougher Foreign Policy,” Current Digest 
of the Post-Soviet Press, vol. XLIX, no. 2 (1997): 4-7.
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happens that we don’t like – apart from that, it is up to 
them.”13 Or as Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said quot-
ing Catherine the Great’s advisors, “Not a cannon can 
be fired in Europe without our consent.”14 These ambi-
tions can only be attained through unremitting conflict 
with the West.

Other observers highlight the warlike and multi-di-
mensional nature of Putin’s offensive against the West. 
James Sherr, Senior Fellow of the Estonian Foreign Policy 
Institute at the International Centre for Defence and Secu-
rity in Estonia, confirmed that we now see “an uncommon 
degree of political-military integration in pursuit of Rus-
sia’s state objectives.”15 Likewise, Dmitri Trenin wrote that, 
“Since February 2014, the Kremlin has been de facto 
operating in a war mode, and Russian President Vladi-
mir Putin has been acting as a wartime leader.”16 Sherr 
and others have also noted that in this war Moscow re-
gards the sovereignty and territorial integrity of European 
states, enshrined by a series of treaties and accords from 
1989-1999, as essentially being dispensable and the 
agreements non-binding. This applies to Russian policy 
throughout Central and Eastern Europe.17

Wherever one looks, Moscow is seeking to offset 
US influence to usher in a different international order.18 
More specifically in the Balkans, we might find that what 
Russia most of all wants is for the process of European 
integration be put on ice. This would mean no resolution 
of the Serb-Kosovar tensions or of the status of Bosnia-
Herzegovina. It also would mean no further EU or NATO 
enlargement. In 2018, Russia’s ambassador to Bosnia 

13  Edward Lucas, Ben Hodges, Carsten Schmiedl, “The Coming 
Storm: Baltic Sea Security Report,” Center for European Policy 
Analysis (website), September 9, 2021, https://cepa.org/close-
to-the-wind-baltic-sea-regional-security/.
14  “Sergey Lavrov’s Article ‘Russia’s Foreign Policy: Historical 
Background’ for ‘Russia in Global Affairs’ Magazine”, The Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation (website), March 3, 
2016, http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_
publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/2124391.
15  James Sherr, “The Militarization of Russian Policy,” Transatlantic 
Academy 2017 Paper Series, no. 10 (2017): 3.
16  Dmitri Trenin, “A Five-Year Outlook for Russian Foreign Policy, 
Demands, Drivers, and Influences,” Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace (website), 2016, https://carnegieendowment.
org/files/Trenin_Russian_FP_TF_clean.pdf, 1.
17  James Sherr, Hard Diplomacy and Soft Coercion: Russia’s Influence 
Abroad (London: Chatham House, 2013), 61-62; Stephen Blank, “The 
Values Gap between Moscow and the West: The Sovereignty Issue,” 
Acque et Terre, no. 6 (2007): 90-95.
18  Bruce McClintock, Jeffrey W. Horning, Katherine Costello, “Russia’s 
Global Interests and Actions: Growing Reach to Match Rejuvenated 
Capabilities,” Rand Corporation (website), 2021, https://www.rand.org/
pubs/perspectives/PE327.html, 21.

made clear that his government views the EU’s Peace En-
voy to Bosnia as no longer being necessary and implied 
that the whole structure of the Dayton accords is outdat-
ed.19

After gaining leverage in one or more sectors or 
in one or more states – particularly where conflict is 
occurring – Russia works to expand its leverage and 
obtain a “veto power,” if not a permanent presence in 
that state for its own security interests. In conflict zones, 
it uses that veto power to impede actual resolution 
of the conflict.20 In the Balkan conflict, Moscow has 
exerted its influence to gain a veto position in Serbia. 
Foreign Minister Lavrov stated in 2020 that Mos-
cow’s approval is necessary for any deal between 
Serbia and Kosovo ending their earlier conflict.21 
Simultaneously, Serbian Prime Minister Aleksandar 
Vučić echoed Moscow’s stance that no resolution with 
Kosovo could occur without Moscow’s consent and 
that he would reject EU membership if Belgrade did 
not receive compensation for recognizing Kosovo and 
dropping attempts to have it enter the UN.22 Moscow 
possesses sufficient diplomatic clout to enforce this 
stance. Its ambassador to Serbia has made clear that 
Moscow will insist on Kosovo’s Serbs having a veto 
power over any agreement and that Russia will op-
pose any third-party, i.e. US or EU, intervention in the 
negotiations between Kosovo and Serbia. In other 
words, it opposes any genuine progress on Kosovo.23

Beyond permanent influence in Serbia and other 
European states, Moscow wants to use those outcomes 
for larger goals. It still rejects the freely chosen integra-
tion of European states around NATO and the EU. Mos-
cow wants instead a disaggregated Europe, diminished 
Atlanticism, and a weakened European Commission, 
which would allow independent states to make deals 
with Russia. Moscow also advocates for a situation 
where states can do as they please without having to 

19  Stephen Blank, “Our Man in Belgrade: Russian Foreign 
Minister Lavrov Visits the Balkans,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, March 
5, 2018, https://jamestown.org/program/man-belgrade-russian-
foreign-minister-lavrov-visits-balkans/.
20  David G. Lewis, “Russia as Peacebuilder? Russia’s Coercive 
Mediation Strategy,” George C. Marshall European Center for Security 
Studies (website), 2020, https://www.marshallcenter.org/sites/default/
files/files/2020-06/SecurityInsights61.pdf.
21  “Moscow’s Approval Necessary for Any Deal between Serbia, 
Kosovo, Lavrov Says,” Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty, June 19, 2020, 
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-serbia-kosovo-lavrov-grenell/30679106.
html.
22  “Moscow’s Approval Necessary.”
23  “Russian Envoy to Serbia Highlights Stance on Kosovo,” Vechernie 
novosti, October 19, 2020, retrieved from BBC Monitoring.
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answer to anyone for their conduct. This would give 
Russia free rein to wage its information wars and cam-
paigns of corruption and subversion across Europe with-
out incurring any penalties from doing so and without 
having to account for its behavior. In Russia’s Europe, 
Gazprom, Rosneft, and other energy companies would 
have no obstacles to selling gas and oil or to using the 
receipts of those sales to fund corruption in other states 
and establish permanent pro-Russian parties.24

So long as Serbia does not formally recognize 
Kosovo’s independence, it must rely on Russia’s veto 
power in the UN Security Council to prevent full inter-
national recognition of what it regards as a breakaway 
province. That dependency gives Russia a nontrivial 
degree of influence, both in the region and within Serbia 
itself. The Kremlin fears that ending the conflict between 
Serbia and Kosovo will diminish Russia’s stature in 
Serbia and severely undermine its authority in the Bal-
kans.25 Concurrently, it employs the instruments of influ-
ence it has accrued in Serbia to undermine any progress 
towards conflict resolution. Moscow has become the 
chief patron of the Republika Srpska (RS) in Bosnia and 
the main spoke in the realization of a unified Bosnia 
outlined in the 1999 Dayton Accords. As Milorad Do-
dik, the leader of the RS, told Putin in 2014, “Naturally, 
there is no question that we support Russia. We may be 
a small and modest community, but our voice is loud. 
While your support has always been important for us.”26 
As a result, the RS is not only a convenient point of entry 
for Russian energy companies but also a kind of recruit-
ing center, as shown below, for pro-Russian paramili-
tary soldiers and adventurists.27

Russia has specific Balkan military objectives in 
mind beyond Serbia. Russia’s Ministry of Emergency 
Situations operates a so-called humanitarian center 
in the Serbian city Niš that is widely believed to be a 
“thinly disguised military base that is eavesdropping 

24  “Moscow’s Approval Necessary;” Marek Menkiszak, A Strategic 
Continuation, a Tactical Change: Russia’s European Security Policy 
(Warsaw: Centre for Eastern Studies, 2019), https://www.osw.waw.pl/
sites/default/files/PW_76_A%20strategic%20continuation_net.pdf.
25  Maxim Samorukov, “Spoiler in the Balkans? Russia and the final 
Resolution of the Kosovo Conflict,” Carnegie Moscow (website), 2019, 
https://carnegie.ru/2019/11/26/spoiler-in-balkans-russia-and-final-
resolution-of-kosovo-conflict-pub-80429.
26  “Meeting with President of the Republika Srpska Entity 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina Milorad Dodik,” President of Russia 
(website), September 18, 2014, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/
president/news/46637.
27  “Meeting with President of the Republika Srpska Entity.”

on American military interests in the Balkans.”28 Russia 
has also sought, albeit unsuccessfully, a naval base in 
Montenegro.

As the reliability of its naval base in Tartus, Syria 
became less certain, Russia began seeking alterna-
tives. In September 2013, the Russian government 
requested a meeting with the Montenegrin Ministry 
of Defense to discuss the temporary moorage of 
Russian warships at the ports of Bar and Kotor. By 
Moscow’s proposal, Russian ships would dock 
under a privileged status that would allow for the 
extensive use of territorial waters. In sum, it was a 
request to install a Russian naval base in Montene-
gro.29

Apart from Moscow’s direct threats to NATO and its 
neighbors in the Black Sea region, Moscow has access 
to the Tiraspol airport where it can receive IL-86 aircraft 
that give it a regional power projection capability. For 
example, in 2014 and in conjunction with the seizure 
of Crimea, Moscow mobilized 2,000-3,000 Spetsnaz 
forces to march on Odessa once its supporters inside the 
city had seized power through riots.30 A similar scenario 
can easily be imagined in the Balkans. Local forces are 
on hand to support new Russian adventures, because 
Moscow has fully integrated 14,000-15,000 Moldovan 
separatists into Russian military structures that are led by 
Russian officers and equipped with Russian weapons 
that have also been used in illegal weapons transfers 
to Iran, Syria, and Sudan.31 Moscow has not achieved 
much in these military pursuits, but that has not deterred 
it from fashioning as many military policy instruments as 
it can in order to achieve these local and more broadly 
European objectives.

28  Dusan Stojanovic, “Inside Russian ‘Spy Base’ in the Balkans,” 
Associated Press, October 6, 2016, https://apnews.com/article/
03f70a64ec5b48bbb1c2f56bdea9255e.
29  Reuf Baurovic, Vesko Garcevic, Richard Kraemer, “Hanging by 
a Thread: Russia’s Destabilization Activities in Montenegro,” Russian 
Foreign Policy Papers, June 2018, https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/
uploads/2018/07/kraemer-rfp5.pdf, 7.
30  Conversations with Ostap Kryvdyk, Washington, D.C., on June 19, 
2014; Ben Hodges, Janusz Bugajski, Ray Wojcik, Carsten Schmiedl, “One 
Flank, One Threat, One Presence,” Center for European Policy Analysis 
(website), May 26, 2020, https://cepa.org/one-flank-one-threat-one-
presence/.
31  Hodges, Bugajski, Wojcik, Schmiedl, “One Flank.”
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INSTRUMENTS AND TACTICS
 
Leaving aside Moscow’s unrelenting information 

warfare in Serbia, we can discern several tactics and in-
struments that Moscow has either utilized or can employ 
in the military sphere. These include corruption of govern-
ment or military officers, and arms sales, a phenomenon 
that offers many opportunities for “gray area” operations 
in Serbia and beyond, utilizing Serbian assets. Serbian 
ties with Russia reflect these warlike actions. In 2017, pro-
Russian and anti-NATO parties across the Balkans from 
Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Bulgaria, 
and Montenegro met at the 15th Congress of Russia’s rul-
ing United Russia party in Moscow and signed a decla-
ration advocating for “a militarily neutral territory in the 
Balkans.”32 At about the same time, leaked documents 
revealed a long-running joint Russo-Serbian attempt to 
interfere in Macedonian politics. The Serbian actors here 
appear to be nationalists and pro-Russians who worked 
with Moscow on behalf of the pro-Moscow Nikola 
Gruevski government in Macedonia.33

For many years, Russia has sold weapons to Serbia, 
using its arms sales abroad as a wedge through which to 
enter into the politics of other states, mainly in Asia, Af-
rica, and Latin America. Russia exports arms to advance 
its national security interests and the private financial 
interests of its elite, as well as the needs of its defense 
industry. President Putin stated unambiguously, “We see 
active military technical cooperation [the official term for 
military exports] as an effective instrument for advanc-
ing our national interests, both political and economic.”34 
Many states hold this view, but Russian officials follow 
Putin in openly articulating it as a rationale for arms ex-
ports, which they see as a means to directly influence an-
other state’s ability to defend its interests. Vice Premier 
Dmitri Rogozin stated, “At the moment, it can be said that 
the FSVTS (Federal Service for Military-Technical Coop-
eration) is the country’s second foreign policy agency, a 
second MID (Ministry of Foreign Affairs) [...] because it 

32  Othon Anastassakis, “Russia, Southeast Europe and the ‘Geopolitics 
of Opportunism’,” Clingendael Spectator, no. 4 (2017), https://spectator.
clingendael.org/pub/2017/4/russias-involvement/.
33  Aubrey Belford, Saska Cvetkovska, Biljana Sekulovska, Stevan 
Dojčinović, “Leaked Documents Show Russian, Serbian Attempts to 
Meddle in Macedonia,” OCCRP (website), June 4, 2017, https://www.
occrp.org/en/spooksandspin/leaked-documents-show-russian-serbian-
attempts-to-meddle-in-macedonia/.
34  “Meeting of the Commission for Military Technology 
Cooperation with Foreign States,” President of Russia (website), July 
2, 2012, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/15865.

strengthens what the diplomats do today, not just in politi-
cal terms, but rather authenticated in metal, treaty rela-
tions, contracts, maintenance services, equipment repair, 
and its maintenance in a suitable state.”35

Moscow also takes advantage of other govern-
ments’ desire for modern weapons, which often, as in 
Serbia’s case, they cannot obtain from the US or other 
Western suppliers. Serbia’s response to this obstacle is 
telling. On the one hand, it has bought and will likely 
continue to buy Russian weapons that it believes it needs, 
even if it runs the risk of Western sanctions.36 On the other 
hand, fully grasping the dangers of falling into exces-
sive dependence upon Russia and estrangement from 
the West, Serbia now also buys weapons from US allies 
like Israel.37 We saw this process occur in 2020 when 
Serbia’s request for 20 figher-bombers was shelved, 
and it promptly turned around to seek Sukhoi-25 Figh-
ers from Russia in order to defend its neutrality by its own 
means and keep up with its neighbors who were receiv-
ing NATO weapons.38

From Russia’s perspective, when it seeks military ex-
port contracts, it is not simply searching for a consumer 
with a need, but it is introducing weaponry and military 
technologies into a region to increase its influence there. 
Rogozin indicated Russia’s stance when he said, “[The 
FSVTS] trade[s] arms only with friends and partners.”39 
Arms sales are one of Russia’s critical tools for building 
relationships in regions where it has interests. Arms ex-
ports is one of the few areas, along with energy sales and 
related services, where Russia has any kind of compara-
tive advantage.

Western assessments confirm this priority of seeking 

35  “Rogozin: FSVTS segodnya yavlyaetsya vtorym vneshnepoliticheskim 
vedomstvom”, RIA Novosti, December 11, 2013, https://ria.
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Ties with Israel,” Jerusalem Post, September 1, 2021, https://www.
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Defense News, September 7, 2021, https://www.defensenews.
com/global/europe/2021/09/07/rafael-aims-to-supply-spike-
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Forces, Potentially from Russia,” VOA News, July 27, 2020, https://
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39  “Rogozin Discusses Glonass, Defense Order, Exports,” Interfax-AVN 
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influence abroad. In a 2007 cable, Ambassador William 
Burns analyzed the motivations for Russian arms sales, in 
this case in the Middle East.

A second factor driving the Russian arms 
export policy is the desire to enhance Russia’s 
standing, as a “player” in areas where Russia 
has a strategic interest, like the Middle East. 
Russian officials believe that building a defense 
relationship provides ingress and influence, 
and their terms are not constrained by con-
ditionality. Exports to Syria and Iran are part 
of a broader strategy of distinguishing Rus-
sian policy from that of the United States, and 
strengthening Russian influence in international 
for such arenas as the Quartet or within the Se-
curity Council. [...] Likewise, arms sales to Iran 
are part of a deep and multilayered bilateral 
relationship that serves to distinguish Moscow 
from Washington, and to provide Russian 
officials with a bargaining chip both with the 
Ahmadinejad regime and its P5+ 1 partners.40

Russia exports military systems continually across the 
globe to key regions like the Balkans, Middle East, South 
Asia, and East Asia. While it is true that one of the rea-
sons Russia exports arms is to maintain the self-sufficiency 
of its defense industry, it is not the main reason. It exports 
arms to achieve the following national security objec-
tives: (1) to support its image as a global power, (2) to 
maintain an independent foreign policy, (3) to expand its 
influence in these regions, (4) to obtain resource extrac-
tion rights, (5) to initiate and strengthen defense relations, 
and (6) to secure military basing rights. In these regions, 
as well as in Latin America, arms sales intersect with en-
ergy deals and Russia’s quest for military bases as parts 
of a coordinated policy to advance Russian interests.41

Beyond these broader goals, arms sales provide a 
reliable and long-term avenue for corruption on the parts 
of both buyers and sellers. A Russian report from 2014, 
before the full scale of Russia’s impressive military build-
up became clear, confirmed that, “Russia’s defense sec-
tor cannot produce the weapons Moscow and the Rus-
sian military themselves want. Its weapons are often of 

40  “Addressing Russian Arms Sales,” WikiLeaks (website), October 26, 
2007, https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/07MOSCOW5154_a.html.
41  Stephen Blank, “Russian Arms Sales and Defense Industries: 
Facing New Challenges,” Korean Journal of Defense Analysis, vol. 
28, no. 3 (2016): 403-428.

poor quality and the sector is enmeshed in pervasive and 
long-standing corruption, kickbacks, slush funds to high 
officials, and even outright criminality.”42 In 2007, Am-
bassador Burns reiterated that at the time the main mo-
tives of arms sales was profit and corruption.

Russia attaches importance to the volume of the 
export trade, to the diplomatic doors that weapon 
sales open, to the ill-gotten gains that these sales 
reap for corrupt officials, and to the lever it pro-
vides the Russian government in stymieing Ameri-
can interests. 43

Burns subsequently observed that,

A variety of factors drive Russian arms sales, but 
a compelling motivation is profit – both licit and 
illicit. As former Deputy Prime Minister and senior 
member of the Duma Defense Committee Antoliy 
Kulikov told us, “Russia makes very bad cars, but 
very good weapons,” and he was among the ma-
jority of Russian defense experts who argued that 
the laws of comparative advantage would continue 
to propel an aggressive arms export policy. [...] It 
is an open secret that the Russian defense indus-
try is an important trough at which senior officials 
feed, and weapons sales continue to enrich many. 
Defense analysts attribute Russia’s decision to sell 
weapons that the Venezuelan military objectively 
did not need due to the interest of both Venezu-
elan and Russian government officials in skimming 
money off the top. The sale of Su 30-MK2 fighter-
bombers was cited as a specific example where 
corruption on both ends facilitated the off-loading 
of mothballed planes that were inadequate for the 
Venezuelan Air Force’s needs.44 

At the same time, there is ample evidence of corrup-
tion in Serbia’s defense sector. Serbia’s Minister of De-
fense Nebojša Stefanović and his family have been impli-
cated in such corruption. Serbian government agencies 
found that Stefanović’s father bought weapons at prefer-
ential prices from the state arms manufacturer Krusik and 
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43  “Addressing Russian Arms Sales.”
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45 Stephen Blank, “Balkan Corruption Is Russia’s Faithful Friend,” Center 
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sold them at high prices, being able to secure a license 
for arms exports due to his son’s connections as Minister 
of Interior in 2014-2020. His father then allegedly ex-
ported these weapons to the US, United Arab Emirates, 
and Saudi Arabia with some of them ending up in the 
hands of Yemeni terrorists. There are many allegations 
surrounding Stefanovic’s connections to the criminal drug 
trafficking Belivuk group, and45 Serbian weapons have 
been found in the conflicts currently roiling the Sahel in 
Africa.45 Such corruption slows any Serbian rapproche-
ment with the West and plays into Moscow’s efforts to 
discredit democracy and stop European integration.

Putin’s kleptocratic regime is only too willing to search 
out partners who are amenable to corruption in dealing 
with Russia. Not only does the lure of mutual profit ce-
ment lasting ties but the vulnerability of corrupt officials 
to blackmail and dependence on the perks that come 
with corruption also reinforce mutual cooperation with 
Moscow. In turn, this corruption converts those officials 
into real agents of Russia, subverts their institutions within 
their governments, and gives Moscow new avenues from 
which it can expand its efforts to entice more political of-
ficers into its network. In addition, if a corrupt official has 
sufficient influence within their government, they can also 
“sell” their power or office to Russia. Russia can use this 
power to use Serbian assets for nefarious purposes with 
which the Kremlin does not wish to be publicly associ-
ated, such as providing guns to terrorists.

In view of the long-standing Russo-Serbian military 
relationship, this vulnerability to corruption can only be 
a disturbing sign of what actually is a contested field. 
Despite the extensive nature of these ties, it is clear that 
Belgrade is, in many ways, attempting to resist Russian 
military penetration. Russia possesses a visible military 
presence and possible leverage in Serbia, but it too is 
contested and has not been able to divert Serbia from its 
self-proclaimed neutrality. Even though there are reports 
of extensive Serbo-Russian military and intelligence links, 
it is not clear how far they go or how decisive they may 
be.46 It is unclear clear that military leverage alone suf-
fices to prevent Serbia from settling matters with Kosovo. 
This influence began in 2011-2012 with Serbia welcom-

45  Milica Stojanovic, “Serbian Arms Used in Africa’s Sahel Conflict: 
Amnesty International,” Balkan Insight, August 24, 2021, https://
balkaninsight.com/2021/08/24/serbian-arms-used-in-africas-sahel-
conflict-amnesty-international/.
46  “Russia Flexes Influence in Serbia,” The Cipher Brief, January 24, 
2019, https://www.thecipherbrief.com/column_article/russia-flexes-
influence-in-serbia.

ing Russian arms sales, transfer of defense technology, 
construction of defense plants, and the establishment of 
a humanitarian center in Niš.47 These deals apparently 
were set up to promote Russian arms sales to Serbia and 
sales of Serbian arms abroad through Rosoboronek-
sport, Moscow’s arms selling organization.48 Although 
Moscow invited Serbia to join its security umbrella for 
the former Soviet republics, the Collective Security Treaty 
Organization, Serbia has only become an observer, 
in conformity with its stated “military neutrality.”49 Rus-
sia’s military diplomacy – whereby Russian Army forces 
shipped large doses of Russia’s COVID-19 vaccine to 
Serbia in 2020 – did not change this.50

The limits to Russia’s influence are very real even 
though they are under constant pressure.

Vucic supported a vital compromise among all ac-
tors in Bosnia and Herzegovina on forming a new 
government and adopting a reform program for the 
armed forces in cooperation with NATO. He and 
Albania’s prime minister, Edi Rama, have engaged 
in a historic rapprochement between the two na-
tions. Serbia is implementing the second cycle of its 
Individual Partnership Action Plan with NATO and 
strengthening engagement with NATO’s eastern 
flank members. Earlier this month, US Navy Seals 
trained and conducted exercises with their Serbian 
counterparts outside of Belgrade. Vucic refers fre-
quently to Serbia’s need to acknowledge and not 
repeat mistakes from the past, to mention just some 
of the many positive developments happening in 
Serbia. Meanwhile, Serbia is heeding US warnings 
about Russian weapons purchases, and Vucic has 
committed to diversifying the country’s arms suppli-
ers to include the United States and one of Ameri-
ca’s closest allies, Israel. Despite growing Russian 

47  Marija Ristic, “Vucic Boosts Serbia’s Military Ties to Russia,” Balkan 
Insight, August 22, 2012, https://balkaninsight.com/2012/08/22/
vucic-hopes-for-better-cooperation-with-russia/.
48  Open Source Center, Central Eurasia, EUP2012027047003, from 
Belgrade Vechernje Novosti, August 25, 2012.
49  Open Source Center, Central Eurasia, EUP20121129088001, 
Belgrade Tanjug, November 28, 2012; Nikola Cuckić, “Serbia’s New 
National Security and Defence Strategies: Balancing Between NATO 
and CSTO,” European Western Balkans, November 12, 2019, https://
europeanwesternbalkans.com/2019/11/12/serbias-new-national-
security-and-defence-strategies-balancing-between-nato-and-csto/.
50  Paul Goble, “Moscow Using Pandemic to Shore up Alliance with 
Serbia against NATO and China,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, April 14, 2020, 
https://jamestown.org/program/moscow-using-pandemic-to-shore-up-
alliance-with-serbia-against-nato-and-china/.
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pressure and hybrid operations in Serbia, Belgrade 
refused to grant diplomatic status to the so-called 
Serbian-Russian Humanitarian Center in the south-
ern Serbian city of Nis.51

In 2016, Belgrade permitted NATO unfettered 
passage of its troops through Serbia and ten times more 
exercises annually with NATO than it does with Rus-
sia.52 Part of Russia’s incessant attacks on NATO are 
through its multiple sources within Serbian media, an 
important aspect of Russo-Serbian relations. It comes 
as no surprise that Putin is extremely popular in Serbia. 
In 2020, he was the most popular foreign leader in Ser-
bia.53 Neither is it surprising that Serbian public opinion 
polls show staunch opposition to membership in NATO 
and growing negativity towards the EU. The recent polls 
conducted by the European Council on Foreign Rela-
tions (ECFR) found that,

 
people in Serbia have a strongly negative view of 
the union. They largely see the EU’s political sys-
tem as broken and its response to the pandemic 
as incompetent. And they hold their own country’s 
leadership in higher esteem, while viewing Russia 
and China as key allies. [...] 54 per cent of Serbi-
ans see Russia as an ally. If one adds those who see 
Russia as a necessary partner, an astounding 95 
per cent of them view Russia as at least a necessary 
partner.54

Consequently, as Vuk Vuksanovic has written,

Kosovo remains one of the most emotive issues in 
Serbia. Every new Serbian government has had 

51  Jelena Milic, “Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic Is 
Navigating a Highway to Uncertainty,” The National Interest, April 
5, 2020, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/serbian-president-
aleksandar-vucic-navigating-highway-uncertainty-140677.
52  Ekaterina Entina, Alexander Pivovrenko, Dejan Novakovic, “Report: 
Where Are the Balkans Heading? A New Cooperation Paradigm for 
Russia,” Valdai Club (website), September 28, 2018, https://valdaiclub.
com/a/reports/report-where-are-the-balkans-heading/.
53  “Russia Flexes Influence in Serbia;” Snezana Bjelotomic, “The 
Pope and Merkel the Most Popular World Leaders; Putin ‘Wins’ 
in Serbia,” Serbian Monitor, February 26, 2020, https://www.
serbianmonitor.com/en/the-pope-and-merkel-the-most-popular-
world-leaders-putin-wins-in-serbia/.
54  Joanna Hosa, Vessela Tcherneva, “Pandemic Trends: Serbia 
Looks East, Ukraine Looks West,” European Council on Foreign 
Relations (website), August 5, 2021, https://ecfr.eu/article/
pandemic-trends-serbia-looks-east-ukraine-looks-west/.

to conduct a rigorous anti-secessionist policy to 
try to save face on the issue and appease Serbian 
voters. This leaves Serbia locked into its partnership 
with Russia, whose veto in the UN Security Council 
prevents broader recognition of Kosovo’s inde-
pendence. As long as the Kosovo dispute remains 
a make-or-break factor in Serbian politics, every 
Serbian government will need an open door in 
Moscow.55

For these reasons it is clear that the informational-
political machine deployed by Russia in Serbia is per-
haps the most enduring and strongest manifestation of its 
continuing political leverage on Serbia and on the Koso-
vo issue in particular. As noted above, it is this weapon 
that most enables Russia to obtain a large and lasting 
influence, even a veto power, on Serbian policies in the 
absence of a viable and sustained Western strategy to 
resolve the Kosovo question and other critical Balkan is-
sues. These tactics costs Russia very little and enable it to 
expand its economic and military authority as all these 
instruments of power are mutually reinforcing. Conse-
quently, Russia’s influence is enduring and not easily dis-
lodged, especially in the absence of a coherent Western 
strategy. Russia’s military influence on Serbia regarding 
Kosovo and other key issues of Serbian security, though 
real, is clearly limited.

PARAMILITARIES
The use of paramilitaries, including private military 

companies (PMCs), has become a regular phenomenon 
of Moscow’s overall power projection strategy and an 
innovative response to its struggle for power with NA-
TO.56 Such formations have become a recurring global 
phenomenon, not just a Russian one, as great and me-
dium powers alike take part in proxy wars that have 
flowered in the contemporary world.57 Not only do these 
groups allow Moscow “plausible deniability,” they also 
take pressure off the state budget and allow Moscow 
to destabilize targeted states or stabilize them around 
threatened pro-Russian leaders at little expense to the al-

55  Vuk Vuksanovich, “Russia Remains the Trump Card of Serbian 
Politics,” Carnegie Moscow (website), June 17, 2020, https://carnegie.
ru/commentary/82090.
56  This subject is more fully discussed in a forthcoming paper by 
the author, “Will Sudan Be the Latest Jewel in the Russian Crown?”
57  Frank Hoffman, Andrew Orner, “The Return of Great Power Proxy 
Wars,” War on the Rocks, September 2, 2021, https://warontherocks.
com/2021/09/the-return-of-great-power-proxy-wars/.
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ready straitened state budget. Paramilitaries can be seen 
in Venezuela, Ukraine, across Africa, and in the Balkans.

At the same time, PMCs and, now in Ukraine, 
paramilitaries, have been shown to be usable for what 
is in effect terrorism against enemies under the guise of 
counterterrorism, as we have seen in Africa and else-
where.58 We must remember that Russia defines terror-
ism only as groups who carry out attacks on Russian 
territory or against Russian interests—a definition that ex-
cludes known terrorists like Hamas and Hezbollah, and 
allows Moscow to use known terrorists for its purposes 
with total equanimity.59 As part of its endeavor to obtain 
lasting military influence in Serbia and equal leverage 
throughout the Balkans, Russian figures have been busily 
recruiting actors from Serbia and the Serb diaspora, as in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, for use in so-called “gray area (or 
gray zone) operations” of a military nature like coups in 
neighboring countries for years.60

As noted above, recruitment of such elements has 
become an integral part of Russia’s power projection 
strategy. As Marlene Laruelle of the George Washington 
University observed, the habit of recruiting violent para-
military militias or other groups of “patriots” has allowed 
for a flexible interaction within Russia between state bod-
ies, grassroots illiberal activism, and criminal schemes, 
while abroad it has become a necessary intervention by 
the state given its shrunken post-Soviet circumstances. 
This phenomenon of recruiting Russians to serve in Bal-
kan adventures and of Serbs to fight in Ukraine exempli-
fies the idea that Moscow seeks to replicate its domestic 
structures in foreign governments so that it can exercise 
uninterrupted influence over them.61

Russia’s Presidential Administration, the nerve center 
of Russia’s government, “has turned toward outsourcing 
means of influence abroad, especially to boost its soft 
power in Europe. This strategy has contributed to the 
rapid strengthening and increased viability of extra-state 
agents, both at home and outside Russia’s borders.”62 
These relationships among Russians and Serbs grew in 

58  “The Wagner Group, the Brutal Private Army of Russian 
Mercenaries,” Syrian Observatory for Human Rights (website), July 
16, 2020, https://www.syriahr.com/en/175245/.
59  Sue Surkes, “Hamas, Hezbollah ‘Not Terrorists’ Russian Envoy to 
Israel Says,” Times of Israel, June 14, 2017, https://www.timesofisrael.
com/hamas-hezbollah-not-terrorists-russian-envoy-to-israel-says/.
60  Gray Area Phenomena: Confronting the New World Order, ed. Max 
G. Manwaring (Boulder: Westview Press, 1993).
61  Marlene Laruelle, “Russia’s Militia Groups and Their Use at Home 
and Abroad,” Russie.Nei.Visions, no. 113, April 2019, https://www.
ifri.org/en/publications/notes-de-lifri/russieneivisions/russias-militia-
groups-and-their-use-home-and-abroad, 30.
62  Laruelle, “Russia’s Militia Groups,” 7.

the unsettled conflicts of the 1990s in the post-Soviet 
Union and post-Yugoslavia where right-wing nationalists 
and other soldiers of fortune fought in foreign conflicts. 
Since then, these groups have been consolidated, and 
while they may be under immediate control of fighters 
associations or “political entrepreneurs” like Yevgeny Pr-
igozhin and Konstantin Malofeev who have funded and 
directed the Vagner group, they are clearly operating un-
der Russian state guidance. They now function as agents 
of Russia’s government in its quest for power projection in 
the Balkans.

For example, in Macedonia, a 2017 report based 
on leaked documents showed that,

Macedonia has been “undergoing strong subver-
sive propaganda and intelligence activity imple-
mented through the Embassy of the RF (Russian 
Federation),” according to a briefing prepared 
earlier this year for Vladimir Atanasovski, director 
of the Macedonian Administration for Security and 
Counterintelligence (UBK). The start of the Russian 
operations coincides with a setback in 2008 in 
Macedonia’s efforts to join NATO, when Greece 
vetoed its bid based on an ongoing dispute over 
the use of the country’s name. The document says: 
“By using the assets and methods of so-called ‘soft 
power,’ as part of the strategy of the RF in the Bal-
kans, the goal is to isolate the country [Macedonia] 
from the influence of the ‘West’. Moreover, Russian 
foreign policy is in tight correlation with an energy 
strategy whose goal is to control strategic energy 
resources through partnership with the Balkan 
countries.” According to the document, the goal of 
the Russian strategy is to place Macedonia “in a 
state of exclusive dependency on Russian policy.”63

Apart from seeking to influence Macedonian media 
and incite ethnic tensions among the Albanian minority 
and against them,

Russian agents have worked to recruit former and 
current members of Macedonia’s army and interior 
ministry in order to create a “critical mass of military 
trained persons,” [that] at a certain political mo-
ment or situation are to be used for accomplishing 

63  Aubrey Belford, Saska Cvetkovska, Biljana Sekulovska, Stevan 
Dojčinović, “Leaked Documents Show Russian, Serbian Attempts to 
Meddle in Macedonia,” OCCRP (website), June 4, 2017, https://www.
occrp.org/en/spooksandspin/leaked-documents-show-russian-serbian-
attempts-to-meddle-in-macedonia/.
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Russian interests.64

Other documents show that Russia’s ambassador to 
Macedonia, Oleg Shcherbak, openly stated that Mos-
cow’s objective was to “create a strip of militarily neutral 
countries” in the Balkans comprising Montenegro, Bos-
nia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, and Serbia.65 Ac-
cording to these documents, Serbian intelligence figures 
were also actively trying to recruit anti-Western figures in 
Macedonia.66

More recently, Serbian leaders and political figures 
with connections to Serbian intelligence accused Mace-
donia’s pro-Western premier, Zoran Zaev, of harboring 
and supporting organizers of anti-Serbian government 
protests in tandem with Kosovo’s government and of in-
volvement in a 2015 terrorist attack in the Serbian city 
Kumanovo.67 Though relations among Serbia, Mace-
donia, and Albania have improved and they are work-
ing towards a joint border control regime, it is clear that 
ongoing ethnic and political animosities provide fuel for 
Russia’s attempts to fracture the pro-Western trends in the 
Balkans and that there are those in Serbian intelligence 
and military and/or paramilitary formations willing to 
assist Moscow in doing so.68

Russia’s has a multi-pronged approach to undermin-
ing Montenegro’s pro-Western governments through a 
combination of economic, political, informational, and 
military activities69 and works to weaken Montenegrin 
cohesion with NATO. Moscow recruited Serbs to sup-
port its campaign, and in 2016, launched a coup against 
Milo Đukanović’s government that was about to take 
Montenegro into NATO.

The day before parliamentary elections on October 
16, 2016, Podgorica police arrested a former Ser-
bian gendarmerie commander and 19 other individ-

64  Belford et al., “Leaked Documents Show.”
65  Belford et al., “Leaked Documents Show.”
66  Belford et al., “Leaked Documents Show.”
67  “Serbian MP Blames Zaev of Involvement In the 2015 
Kumanovo Atttack,” Republika, March 23, 2019, https://english.
republika.mk/news/macedonia/serbian-mp-blames-zaev-of-
involvement-in-the-2015-kumanovo-attack/.
68  “Serbia, North Macedonia, Albania Push Forward on 
‘Open Balkans’ Initiative,” Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty, July 
29, 2021, https://www.rferl.org/a/serbia-macedonia-open-
balkans/31384360.html.
69  Heather A. Conley, Matthew Melino, “Russian Malign Influence in 
Montenegro: The Weaponization of Religion, History, and Economics,” 
Center for Strategic and International Studies (website), May 14, 
2019, https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/
publication/190514_ConleyandMelino_RussianInfluence_layout_v2.pdf.

uals based on the suspicion (and inside information 
they had received) that they were planning to over-
throw the government and murder the prime min-
ister. Serbian nationals were involved, as well as, 
according to Montenegrin officials, FSB and GRU 
operatives. The operatives were to disguise them-
selves as Montenegrin police officers who would 
create a disruption at parliament, shoot demon-
strators and eventually make their way to the prime 
minister, all while blaming the government for killing 
innocents. A few days later, Serbian prime minister 
Aleksandar Vucic confirmed law enforcement had 
arrested individuals in connection to the attempted 
coup, providing support to the theory that third 
country individuals were involved. Notably, the Ser-
bian Orthodox Church reportedly hosted a meeting 
of the instigators of the failed coup in a monastery in 
2016 before the elections.70

While the involvement of Russia’s Main Intelligence 
Directorate (GRU) along with that of Serbian participants 
is undeniable, there are unconfirmed theories that the 
coup may have been the brainchild of the Russian oli-
garch and conservative Orthodox nationalist Konstantin 
Malofeev. According to this theory, Malofeev and his 
circle originated the plot, but because it became too big 
the Russian government took it over.

This second theory argues that the plan originated 
in conservative nationalist circles surrounding Rus-
sian businessman Konstantin Malofeev. This is not 
the first time Malofeev has been accused of incit-
ing conflict in Europe. He is sanctioned by the West 
for sponsoring Igor “Strelkov” Girkin and other 
paramilitaries in the Donbas. Mark Galeotti of the 
Institute of International Relations in Prague has ar-
gued that “Malofeev, very active on both economic 
acquisitions and political networking in the Balkans 
since 2014, originated the idea to attempt a coup 
in Montenegro in 2016. But this ultimately was too 
big for him to be allowed to be in charge, and Se-
curity Council chief Nikolai Patrushev – with Putin’s 
approval – took it over.”71

Moscow has been able to recruit Serbs, including 

70  Conley, Melino, “Russian Malign Influence in Montenegro.”
71  Dimitar Bechev, “The 2016 Coup Attempt In Montenegro: Is Russia’s 
Balkan Footprint Expanding?,” Foreign Policy Research Institute (website), 
April 12, 2018, https://www.fpri.org/article/2018/04/the-2016-coup-
attempt-in-montenegro-is-russias-balkans-footprint-expanding/.
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people connected to Serbian intelligence for its coup 
plots beyond Serbian borders. Its military influence in 
Serbia does not end here.

In Serbia, Moscow enjoys close connections to 
anti-Vučić nationalists, including members of parliament. 
Moscow is directly tied to organizations like Dveri and 
the Military Union of Serbia, a pro-Moscow organiza-
tion of veterans and serving members of the armed forces 
that has taken part in anti-Vučić protests. Although Mos-
cow does not appear to have coordinated these groups’ 
anti-Vučić activities, Dveri has a formal cooperation 
agreement with United Russia, and both organizations 
are welcomed in Moscow. They serve as a warning to 
Vučić not to disregard Moscow’s interests lest Russia turn 
to others and seek to undermine him, a classic Kremlin 
tactic.72 Besides having deep sources of popularity in 
Serbia due to its incessant firehose of propaganda and 
information warfare in Serbia proper, Russia has also 
obtained strong support among Bosnian Serbs, as noted 
above.

Moscow’s objective is to stop any fulfillment of the 
Dayton Accords and the ensuing integration of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina into European security structures. Do-
dik, leader of the Bosnian Serbs, no doubt with Russian 
support, has raised the idea of declaring independence 
for the Republika Srpska much to Belgrade’s dismay and 
anger.73 Concurrently, Moscow has fueled the prolifera-
tion of disruptive nationalist organizations in Bosnia since 
its bid for military bases was turned down.74 It has been 
uncharacteristically indulgent towards Dodik’s secession-
ist impulses given its normal opposition to secession.75 It 
is no surprise that there are reports of a Dodik-organized, 
Russian-supported Bosnian Serb force called “Serbian 
Honor” training at the Russian “humanitarian center” in 

72  Maxim Samorukov, “A Spoiler in the Balkans? Russia and the Final 
Resolution of the Kosovo conflict, Carnegie Moscow (website), November 
26, 2019, https://carnegiemoscow.org/2019/11/26/spoiler-in-
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Secessionist Aspirations,” BNE Intellinews, August 26, 2020, https://
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74  Stanislav Secrieriu, “Russia in the Western Balkans: Tactical Wins, 
Strategic Setbacks,” European Union Institute for Security Studies 
(website), July 2, 2019, https://www.iss.europa.eu/content/russia-
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2018, https://www.heritage.org/global-politics/report/roadmap-
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Niš that allegedly fought in Ukraine.76 Other such groups 
appear to be named the Veterans of Republika Srpska 
and the Night Wolves biker group (similar to the name 
of a Russian organization). These groups, though locally 
organized, receive Russian weapons through Republika 
Srpska, and their coordination is apparently funded and 
run through the center at Niš. They are politically vocifer-
ous and continue to mobilize and organize.77

CONCLUSIONS
Russia has clear, serious geostrategic objectives in 

the Balkans and is tirelessly working to reach them, even 
though it does appear to be losing some ground. Serbia 
is showing more and more signs of wishing to cooperate 
with, if not join, NATO.78 Nevertheless, Russia disposes 
of several important military and paramilitary assets in 
Serbia, as well as non-military instruments of power like 
energy and its unrelenting information warfare. It takes 
full advantage of its ability to place a brake on any prog-
ress towards Bosnian statehood or resolution of the unre-
solved Serbia-Kosovo quandary. As we have seen, Mos-
cow will not hesitate to mastermind coups using Serbian 
assets against pro-Western regimes.

Moscow may utilize its information capabilities to 
harp on the similarity of Serbian and Russian culture, 
politics, and religion in order to sustain and enlarge its 
standing in Serbia. However, Moscow knows that Vučić 
wants to bring Serbia into the EU and that it may have to 
sabotage any Western-sponsored progress on the Koso-
vo or Bosnian questions. While Moscow has no choice 
but to deal with Vučić, whose mastery in Serbia remains 
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unassailable right now, it clearly is prepared to try to 
threaten his position if circumstances warrant doing so. In 
that case, it will not hesitate to deploy its energy, informa-
tion, diplomatic, and military assets for that purpose.79 In 
short, Serbia is a critical front in Moscow’s war with the 
West, and if the West wants to move towards the com-
prehensive integration of the Western Balkans with the 
rest of Europe, it will have to devote significant resources 
to stop Russia in its tracks. The war will go on until those 
resources are provided or until Moscow’s quest for neo-
imperial leverage in the Balkans terminates. While this 
war is not presently kinetic, the efforts to unseat govern-
ments in Macedonia and Montenegro show this could 
change, and the analysis provided here shows what ca-
pabilities could trigger new episodes of violence. Given 
the current correlation of forces, and the war on Ukraine 
plus its international implications, it appears that the West 
will have to fight it out on this front even if it takes years. 
As we have seen, the alternative to this struggle is a likely 
drift into a new round of active war. Under the circum-
stances, this is not and should not be a hard choice for 
Western policymakers to make if they truly want Balkan 
integration into Europe.

79  Samorukov, “Spoiler in the Balkans?,” 8.
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