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Abstract 
This thesis analyses the evolution of the EU’s foreign policy towards enlargement by focusing 

on the case of the Brussels Dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia. This case study is analysed 

within the framework of the concept of ‘stabilitocracy’. It asserts that the EU initially 

interlinked its promotion of democratic reforms and the pursuit of stability but ultimately 

focused primarily on the latter. The thesis argues that the weakening of the EU’s soft power 

due to enlargement fatigue, the heightening of geopolitical competition in Europe, and the 

securitisation of the Brussels Dialogue all contributed to the EU’s shift towards this preference 

for stability and the status quo.  

While the term stabilitocracy has been used to explain how the EU trades stability for reforms 

in the Western Balkans, there has yet to be an in-depth academic study of its application in a 

specific policy setting such as the Brussels Dialogue. This thesis outlines the impact of the 

EU’s stabilitocracy approach towards the Brussels Dialogue on the democratic transformation 

in Kosovo and Serbia by showing how the EU disregarded the lack of democratic reforms 

within both countries and how the local elites within both gained from manipulating the EU’s 

focus on stability in the absence of enlargement. 

More broadly, this thesis extracts lessons from the Kosovo/Serbia case that can be applied to 

other cases within the Western Balkans and beyond. This issue is particularly important after 

the role that the EU has assumed following the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the designation 

of Ukraine as an EU candidate country in June 2022.  
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Introduction 

The thesis critically examines the implications of the EU’s stability approach within the context 

of the ‘EU Facilitated Dialogue between Pristina and Belgrade’1, specifically focusing on the 

tension between the EU’s professed democratic values and its accommodation of authoritarian 

behaviour for the sake of short-term stability. It also analyses the EU’s strategic utilisation of 

enlargement leverage in navigating the Brussels Dialogue to establish itself as a global player 

in international mediation. This trade-off between reforms and stability has led to the 

emergence of stabilitocracies, where democratic transitions have stagnated, and authoritarian 

regimes have gained ground. 

This Introduction comprises five sub-sections. It provides an overview of the hypothesis and 

main research questions the thesis addresses through the six main chapters. The second section 

analyses the existing debates on the concept of EU conditionality, democratic backsliding, and 

stabilitocracy and how it has been applied to date in the context of the EU integration process, 

and how it explains the factors that have pushed the EU to adopt the stability approach in the 

Western Balkans. In the third sub-section of this chapter, the thesis emphasises its original 

contribution. It places particular emphasis on the significance and uniqueness of analysing the 

EU’s stability approach in the context of the Brussels Dialogue. Furthermore, it delves into 

how this approach influences the internal dynamics of Kosovo and its capacity to navigate 

international relations and EU integration. Further, it presents the methodological framework 

employed in the research and outlines the data collection methods, including qualitative data 

collection. The chapter justifies the selection of the Brussels Dialogue as a case study to analyse 

the implications of the EU’s stability approach. Lastly, it provides an overview of each main 

chapter in the thesis, outlining the trajectory of the research from the literature review to the 

case study analysis and concluding remarks.  

Hypothesis/Focus 
This thesis investigates the implication of the EU’s stability approach in the case of the Brussels 

Dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia. The thesis examines how the EU has interlinked the 

enlargement – manifested through democratic reforms – with its ambition to gain a role in 

 
1 Hereafter, the Brussels Dialogue  
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international mediation in the case of the Brussels Dialogue. My hypothesis is that the EU 

initially prioritised the interconnection of democratic reforms and stability but gradually shifted 

its focus primarily towards stability, neglecting democratic transformation in the region. By 

examining the EU’s stabilitocracy approach towards the Brussels Dialogue, I sought to explore 

the extent to which the EU overlooked the lack of democratic reforms in Kosovo and Serbia 

and whether this enabled local elites to exploit the EU’s emphasis on stability in the absence 

of enlargement. I sought to determine the factors that contributed to the shift in the EU’s 

approach, such as enlargement fatigue, increased geopolitical competition in Europe, and the 

securitisation of the Brussels Dialogue.  

Furthermore, the thesis aims to determine whether it was possible to extract broader lessons 

from the Kosovo/Serbia case that apply to other situations within the Western Balkans and 

beyond. This exploration is particularly significant given the EU’s evolving role following the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 and the subsequent designation of Ukraine as 

an EU candidate country in June 2022. 

Through a comprehensive analysis of the EU’s policy towards the Brussels Dialogue between 

Kosovo and Serbia, this research sought to contribute to a deeper understanding of the 

stabilitocracy paradigm and its implications for democratic transformation in the region. The 

aim was to generate findings that could provide insights into the challenges and potential 

shortcomings of the EU’s approach to promoting stability and reforms in its foreign policy, 

with implications for future policymaking and engagement in similar contexts. 

Existing Debates 
The literature reviewed for this thesis aims to identify the existing theories, debates, and 

knowledge concerning EU conditionality and its practical application. The primary objective 

is to identify the gaps within the current literature that need to be addressed and further 

examined. This thesis expands upon previous academic research in relation to enlargement, 

explicitly focusing on the concept of democratisation through conditionality as a foreign policy 

tool. Conditionality has been employed not only to foster democracy but also simultaneously 

to facilitate the transformation of nations, promote state-building in the Western Balkans 

(Bieber, 2011), and effectively manage conflicts through enlargement (Schneider, 2008). The 

existing scholarly work on EU conditionality primarily focuses on its application to Central 

and Eastern Europe (CEE) countries, which were the pioneers in establishing formal 

membership conditions with the EU.  
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Debates on EU membership conditionality: This thesis starts by examining the academic work 

by predominantly examining the various ways the EU has contributed to the advancement of 

democracy by utilising conditional membership, particularly during the Third Wave of 

Democratisation. The EU has secured a significant role in the Third Wave of Democratisation, 

which was extensively shaped by the robust role and involvement of international and 

transnational organisations (Lewis, 2001; Schmidt, 2005). The EU started using its political 

condition with third European countries after the Cold War ended. This marked the first step 

towards launching democratisation by the conditionality (Weber, 1995; Smith, 1997) 

materialising in the declaration of the European Council (EC), which stated: ‘respect for and 

maintenance of representative democracy and human rights in each Member State are essential 

elements of membership in the European Communities’ (European Council, 1978).  

Conditionality as a tool was first formally developed for and applied to the CEE after the end 

of the Cold War. The set of conditions included political and economic incentives and 

benchmarks offered to encourage these countries toward democracy (Grabbe, 2002). 

Conditionality, especially toward the CEE, has further defined and legally shaped the EU 

instruments, thus building its normative power. It also developed the Association Agreements 

(initially known as ‘Europe agreements’) in the case of the Western Balkans, adding the 

stability element, rebranded as Stabilisation Association Agreements (SAA) (Anastasakis and 

Bechev, 2003). The EU’s pre-accession conditionality is one of the main tools at the core of 

the accession conditionality policy - the ‘external incentives model’ as argued by 

(Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2004). Conditionality took more solid shape with the 

adoption of the Copenhagen Criteria, which established the rules and the standards required 

aspiring countries to fulfil prior to integration (Schimmelfennig and Scholtz, 2008).  

The formalisation of EU conditionality immediately inspired scholars to look at its 

implementation as well as the relationship between the EU and the aspiring countries; as 

Heather Grabbe argues, the ‘accession partnership’, which was introduced in 1998, was a 

significant step because it marked a major shift in the EU’s relations with the aspiring countries 

(Grabbe, 1999, 2002). Conditionality is a requirement, thus limiting the room for flexibility 

and negotiations on what the EU has set as a condition for membership. Andrew Moravcsik 

and Anna Vachudova explore the motivation of the EU and the aspiring countries to engage in 

a contractual process based on conditionality. Their work underlines the geopolitical aspects 

that pushed the EU to pursue an enlargement agenda. It also looks at how the EU, in the long 

run, was considered a project of stability and economic prosperity and, at the same time, 
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highlights the benefits that motivate countries to undergo reforms and transformation, mainly 

in the economy. This explains the interdependency of both parties to engage in the process 

(Moravcsik and Vachudova, 2003). 

The application of EU conditionality for membership in the CEE countries has garnered 

significant academic interest. Scholars, academics, and think tanks have extensively researched 

and analysed the effectiveness of EU conditionality to promote democratisation and elevate the 

EU’s normative power. Particularly following the effective implementation of conditionality in 

CEE, the EU has established itself as a significant contributor and influencer in the third wave 

of democratisation (Hughes, Sasse and Gordon, 2004; Pridham, 2005; Schimmelfennig and 

Sedelmeier, 2005; Schimmelfennig, 2010; Tomini, 2014; Grimm, 2019). Numerous theoretical 

and empirical studies have examined various aspects of EU accession conditionality, resulting 

in substantial research and scholarly contributions. The analysed work deconstructs the 

complexities of EU conditionality and its impact on democratisation in the CEE region and 

other aspiring regions part of the EU enlargement agenda. It offers a substantial contribution 

not only in breaking down EU accession conditionality but also in evaluating the EU's 

normative influence using its conditionality (see Kubicek, 2003; Moravcsik and Vachudova, 

2003; Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2004; Pridham, 2005; Vachudova, 2005; Haughton, 

2007; Tomini, 2015). Further, the scholars have deconstructed how the EU developed 

conditionality, leverage, and incentives to promote democracy through political and economic 

reforms in the aspiring countries.  

Debates on democratic backsliding and impact on Western Balkans: Vast scholarly attention 

has been given to analysing the internal and domestic factors limiting the EU conditionality 

but also the external factors and the global context contributing to the limitation of the 

effectiveness of the conditionality (Bogaards, 2018; Anders and Lorenz, 2021). These factors 

include the economic impact after the financial crisis of 2008, democratic backsliding within 

the member states, and lack of appetite for enlargement which I elaborate on in the thesis, 

which severely decreased the EU normative power. Licia Cianetti and Shawn Hanley discuss 

how unintended consequences of EU policies and changes in the global context contributed to 

this decline by examining the relationship between conditionality, domestic dynamics, and the 

rise of authoritarian alternatives which are directly challenging the EU (Cianetti, Dawson and 

Hanley, 2018; Hanley and Cianetti, 2021). The socioeconomic frustrations triggered by the 

financial crisis and the Eurozone crisis's aftermath have deepened the economic divide between 

West and East Europe (Bohle and Greskovits, 2009; Bohle, 2011). The growing concern about 
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far-right populism, which has also become a worrying trend across Europe, persists in the CEE 

but is not limited to (Gaston, 2017; Bugarič, 2019; Uroz, 2020).  

As the shortcomings of EU conditionality became apparent, scholars opened debates aiming to 

enrich the discussion not only about the strategy that the EU pursued through conditionality 

but also on the ways that the domestic actors responded to it (Vachudova, 2006; Börzel and van 

Hüllen, 2011; Petrova, 2011). Vachudova’s work explores the extent to which the EU uses its 

conditionality to transform countries and install sustainable democracies. This is important 

when we look at the democratic relapse in the CEE (Vachudova, 2005; Böhmelt and Freyburg, 

2013). Similarly, in the case of democratic conditionality, the domestic actors, Frank 

Schimmelfennig and Ulrich Sedelmeier, argue that its effectiveness can be severely limited by 

the domestic actors in the aspiring countries. The adoption costs which, they argue, even when 

conditionality is fair, credible, and the rewards are ultimately substantial; the domestic elites 

are inclined to reject membership rather than accept the costs that it can bring to their 

authoritarian ruling (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2004, 2005). Besides the adaptation 

cost, the domestic political infrastructure matters, according to Tanja Börzel continues to draw 

parallels between conditionality in the CEE and the Western Balkans, which lacks not only 

political will but also very poor institutional restructure to implement the EU reforms 

(Dimitrova, 2002; Borzel, 2016; Börzel and Schimmelfennig, 2017). 

The application of EU conditionality became even more complex in the case of Western 

Balkans, as Florian Bieber explains (Bieber, 2013). In addition to the weak institutional 

infrastructure and the lack of democratic culture, as Börzel (Börzel, 2016) argues, it is also 

because, according to Bieber, the EU tried to utilise conditionality not only to achieve 

democratisation but also to perform state-building (Bieber, 2003, 2011). The same line with 

Bieber is followed by Solveig Richter, who de-constructs the application of conditionality in a 

region daunted by instability, which severely impacts the effectiveness of the conditionality 

(Richter, 2012; Karlas and Zuber, 2019; Richter and Wunsch, 2020). In the case of the Western 

Balkans, the EU was already applying conditionality to weaker systems and more reluctant 

elites to comply with the EU reforms. Furthermore, it requested numerous bilateral 

engagements in the process (Krastev, 2002; Noutcheva, 2007; Anastasakis, 2008). 

Furthermore, it is observed that the application of EU conditionality in the Western Balkans, 

which was initially modelled after the CEE experience, has yielded limited results when it 

comes to being tailored to the specific requirements of the region (Zhelyazkova et al., 2019; 

Kmezić, 2020). 
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The EU’s conditionality policy in the CEE countries has widely determined and influenced the 

application of the EU’s conditionality towards the Western Balkans. The democratic relapse 

triggered immense debates among scholars; again, the CEE region occupied wide scholarly 

attention. The concept of ‘reversibility’ in the democratisation process refers to the idea that 

progress in democratic reforms can be undone or rolled back if the necessary conditions are 

not maintained (Levitz and Pop-Eleches, 2010b). This concept has become particularly relevant 

in the context of the EU’s conditionality policy, as it raises questions about the effectiveness of 

the EU in preserving democracy among its member states (Epstein and Sedelmeier, 2008). The 

issue of reversibility challenges the EU’s ability to sustain democracy within its ranks. It raises 

concerns about the long-term viability of democratic reforms and the potential for democratic 

backsliding, even among established EU member states (Dimitrova, 2010; Sedelmeier, 2023). 

In the scholarly discussions on the EU enlargement and conditionality in the CEE, there is a 

growing emphasis on the notion that the EU compromised the democratisation reforms by 

showing flexibility in its earnest pursuit of fulfilling what key policymakers at both the EU and 

member states, perceived as their significant responsibility towards the countries in the CEE 

(Sedelmeier, 2006). Scholars have listed factors contributing to the backsliding on democracy 

in the CEE; of such factors, the limitations of the EU accession conditionality have been 

topping the list (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2007; Rupnik, 2007; Sedelmeier, 2014). Furthermore, it 

questions the EU’s capability to influence its members without the membership card. Once a 

country is a member, the EU’s leverage immensely decreases as it has less scope to sanction 

backsliding members. However, much has been discussed about Article 7 as a means of 

sanctioning member states deemed to act against EU values (Theuns, 2022). Furthermore, the 

EU's failure to address the backsliding among member states and the CEE due to their lack of 

political commitment to pursue liberal-democratic values, especially toward Poland and 

Hungary, has significantly impacted the EU normative power (Kelemen, 2020; Bellamy and 

Kröger, 2021; Bernhard, 2021). 

Nancy Bermeo elaborates on the precise way democratic backsliding takes place. Firstly, there 

is a significant decline in coups d’etats, executive coups, or explicit election fraud. Instead, she 

argues that there is an increase in promissory coups, strategic electoral manipulation and 

harassment, and interference in the electoral processes through elements of state capture and 

control. Democratic backsliding takes place in a gradual form. It starts with the erosion of 

democratic institutions, the decline in democratic oversight over institutions, a decline in the 

rule of law, human rights and freedom, and increased state control over the media and civil 
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society (Mechkova, Lührmann and Lindberg, 2017). As democratic backsliding takes place 

gradually, many scholars have tried to identify patterns of this decline from illiberal 

democracies to straight-out autocratic regimes (Bieber, 2018a; Diamond, 2020). According to 

Natasha Wunsch, in contrast to the direct attacks on democracy that can lead to its breakdown, 

backsliding occurs in very subtle ways. It occurs when an elected government gradually 

weakens and eventually dismantles democratic safeguards. In her extensive study, she uses a 

multidimensional approach to examine the evolution of three types of democratic safeguards: 

vertical safeguards related to the formal electoral process and voter turnout, diagonal 

safeguards involving freedom of expression, association, and free media, and horizontal 

safeguards encompassing an independent parliament and judiciary (Wunsch and Blanchard, 

2023). Most of the debate on democratic backsliding is focused on the EU, assuming that these 

regimes, at some points, have been fully solidified democracies. For a democratic regime to be 

fully consolidated, a vast number of criteria must be fulfilled; conditions must be established 

to ensure that habits are cultivated and deeply rooted in society (Levitz and Pop-Eleches, 

2010b, 2010a; Cianetti, Dawson and Hanley, 2018).  

Debates on the EU’s normative power in the changing global environment: The end of the 

Cold War and the consequential transformations in Europe pushed academic researchers to 

define the EU’s role as a global power. For almost half a century, the world had been dominated 

by two superpowers, with Europe in the middle. However, with the emergence of new 

dynamics, the EU was able to claim its role in global affairs in a multipolar world (Hardwick, 

2011).  

Amidst a significant geopolitical shift, the EU's role as a normative foreign policy actor has 

emerged. However, despite initial optimism regarding the EU's aspirations to become a 

dominant global superpower, its normative influence has decreased in recent years. This 

decline can be ascribed to various factors, encompassing the EU's economic downturn 

prompted by the constraints imposed by its political and institutional frameworks, which hinder 

the adoption and execution of coherent internal and external policies (Webber, 2016). The EU’s 

main obstacle in maintaining its normative power is the internal difficulties in achieving unity 

and cohesion among its member states when responding to and resolving international issues 

due to the diverse interests of the individual member states (Gerrits, 2009; Skolimowska, 

2015).  

The EU's normative power can be analysed through the lens of strategic autonomy, which 

allows the EU to act independently, including in situations of strategic significance and even 
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from the U.S., particularly in matters of security. During the peak of its normative power, the 

prospect of achieving strategic autonomy appeared optimistic. However, during the past two 

decades, these aspirations have diminished, and we have witnessed the resurgence of 

geopolitics and power politics. This makes the EU’s role even more challenging in a growing 

multipolar world for which the EU might not possess the necessary tools (Fiott, 2011; Cohen-

Tanugi, 2016; Varma, 2019; Higgott and Reich, 2022; Miró, 2022). More specifically, and with 

significance for the Brussels Dialogue, is the EU’s complex relationships with Russia and 

China but even the United States (U.S.). As already elaborated, the EU conditionality and its 

effectiveness heavily depend on the positions adopted by external actors; this particularly 

applies in the case of the Western Balkans, as Bieber and Nikolaos Tzifakis argue (Bieber and 

Tzifakis, 2019). The growing resistance of Russia and, to some extent, of China to the EU’s 

efforts to promote liberal norms and principles has severely impacted its normative power. 

Consequently, the EU’s inability to perceive the evolving detrimental role of China and Russia 

has hindered the development of an effective foreign policy, ultimately leading to a growing 

geopolitical competition in the past decades (Fassi and Zotti, 2018; Michalski and Nilsson, 

2019). The geopolitical machinations of actors such as Russia have managed to bring a degree 

of political unity to the EU countries, albeit fragile, for example, in terms of the reaction to the 

invasion of Ukraine (Makarychev and Devyatkov, 2014; Lehne, 2023; Masters, 2023). 

Similarly to the Eastern Partnership Region, the role of Russia has equally had a detrimental 

impact on the EU’s normative power in the Western Balkans (Gelhaus and Dinkel, 2021), as 

has the role of China in the past years (Zweers and Shopov, 2020). Dimitar Bechev further 

elaborated on the influence of Russia from the Brussels Dialogue perspective, pushing the 

process to a full securitisation (Bechev, 2019; Stanicek, 2022). 

Debates about the EU's role in conflict management: The recent endeavours of the EU in 

conflict management have triggered scholarly attention (Migueis et al., 2007). The EU set its 

ambitions to contribute to conflict prevention, crisis management, and post-conflict 

peacebuilding by engaging in civil and military operations, stabilisation efforts, and enhancing 

democratic resilience both within the EU and beyond (Debuysere and Blockmans, 2019). The 

EU’s initial ‘comprehensive approach to external conflict and crises’ has evolved into a more 

comprehensive and operational ‘integrated approach to conflict and crisis.’ However, whether 

the EU’s commitment to an integrated approach has been effectively implemented is still a 

persisting question. Furthermore, the EU has developed tools to build on its ambition in conflict 

management in the Post-Lisbon phase. This new ambition later on would take form in the 
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Brussels Dialogue by becoming an integral part of the EU conditionality (Plänitz, 2018; 

Noutcheva, 2020; Osland and Peter, 2021; Bergmann and Niemann, 2015; Bergmann, 2019; 

Medović, 2022).  

Debates about the emergence of stabilitocracies in the Western Balkans: In the case of the 

Western Balkans, when explaining why the countries did not manage to complete their 

democratic transition trajectory through the EU conditionality approach, Bieber looked at the 

way the EU tried to use it also as a tool to foster stability, ultimately resulting in what he called 

stabilitocracy. Bieber goes further by looking at how the democratic crisis in the EU led to the 

rise of authoritarianism in the Western Balkans. According to Bieber, this worrying trend comes 

as a result of the weakened transformative power of the EU in incentivising democratisation 

and the weak democratic structures in the Western Balkans (Bieber, 2018b). As the Brussels 

Dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia has been running for more than a decade (EEAS, 2023), 

the future of the process and its effectiveness, as well as the ability of the EU and the West to 

solve the Kosovo-Serbia issue, have been called into question in recent years (Bashku, 2021; 

Atlantic Council, 2023). The crisis of leadership and values within the EU, the worrying decline 

of the EU’s normative power, the shifting geopolitical order, and the resistance of political 

elites in Kosovo and Serbia are continually detrimental to the outcome of the Brussels 

Dialogue.  

The Brussels Dialogue, initially launched with the purpose of normalising relations between 

Kosovo and Serbia, has gradually turned from a focus on ‘normalisation’ to ‘conflict 

management and prevention’. The securitisation of the dialogue has taken place due to the slow 

progress of normalisation, which came as a result of the intra-EU limitations but also as the 

result of other factors such as the geopolitical shift as well as the lack of political will of the 

parties to genuinely engage in the negotiations process (Visoka and Doyle, 2016). As the 

Brussels Dialogue became an integral part of the EU integration path for both countries in the 

framework of the good-neighbourly relations conditionality, the EU and political elites in 

Kosovo and Serbia have been criticised for political opportunism, which turned the process 

into an exercise ‘trading off’ genuine progress in the Brussels Dialogue and EU integration 

reforms against stability in the two countries and the entire Western Balkan region (Bieber, 

2017).  

This trade-off of political stability for EU reforms is not a new feature of the EU’s approach to 

the Western Balkans; the term ‘stabilitocracy’ has been used by critics to describe the EU’s 

approach towards the region (Pavlovic, 2017) and further developed by (Bieber, 2017). This 
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concept refers to regimes in the Western Balkans characterised by weak democracy and strong 

leaders who claim to provide stability (Pavlovic, 2017). However, the existing debate on 

stabilitocracy has predominantly focused on individual countries within the framework of the 

EU enlargement process. Previous work has focused on the political dynamics within a 

country’s internal stability and its political willingness to engage in EU reforms and 

membership. For instance, the work of Srdja Pavlovic has predominantly focused on the case 

of Montenegro and the trajectory of Milo Djukanovic as a partner for dialogue in the country 

based on his pro-EU sentiment – albeit on paper – against the other political parties deemed 

largely pro-Russian (Pavlovic, 2017). Similarly, the work of Bieber and Marko Kmezic focuses 

on internal developments and state capture, looking closely at the different aspects of the 

Copenhagen Criteria and the geopolitical factors, such as the partnership with Russia and 

China, which led to a strengthening of the EU stability approach in the region (Keil, 2018; 

Perry and Keil, 2018; Kmezic, 2020). 

Original Contribution to Knowledge 
This thesis is unique firstly because it looks at stabilitocracy from a process which has not been 

explored before. Further, the selected case study provides a unique example of the EU's 

combination of enlargement policy, its goals for a unified foreign policy and security, and its 

ambitions to build a global profile in conflict mediation.  

The thesis possesses conceptual and empirical originality based on the following 

interconnected elements: Firstly, the research contributes to the academic understanding of the 

concept of ‘stabilitocracy’ and its implications by applying it to the case of the Brussels 

Dialogue. The concept of stabilitocracy is thus defined more comprehensively, supported by 

unique empirical evidence. This enhances scholarly understanding of the concept and its 

manifestation in practice. It contributes to the overall understanding of the EU’s role in 

international mediation and illustrates the power dynamics between EU institutions and 

member states on issues of strategic importance for the EU. Furthermore, it contributes to 

assessing the EU’s role and leverage in international mediation in cases when enlargement 

applies, thus paving the way for other cases in the future, such as Ukraine, which also includes 

the security component.   

The thesis assesses the case of Kosovo and explores the way the EU navigated through 

uncharted territory in dealing with inter-EU divergences in relation to the status of Kosovo. 

Furthermore, it analyses how the Brussels Dialogue has impacted Kosovo's already challenging 
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statehood-building process and presented difficulties for the EU’s internal functioning and 

ability to navigate internationally. The case of Kosovo holds significant relevance due to the 

complex international dynamics surrounding the Dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia. It 

serves as an illustrative example of the global order’s transformation from 2008 to 2023, as 

well as the internal crisis within the EU. By focusing on this case, the thesis sheds light on the 

interplay of various actors and factors involved in the Brussels Dialogue. 

This thesis takes the work of Pavlovic and then Bieber in relation to the EU’s stability approach 

in the Western Balkans and applies it to the case of the Brussels Dialogue. Hence, this thesis 

looks at the implications of the EU stability approach when applied to the duality of the EU 

enlargement policy with foreign policy and the EU’s ambitions in international negotiations. 

Pavlovic (2017) and Bieber (2019), followed by other scholars (Richter & Wunsch, 2020), 

have focused on the impact that the internal crisis of democracy in the EU and the external 

actors' support have had in establishing authoritarian regimes in the Western Balkans. On the 

other hand, little to no research has been conducted on understanding how the EU’s degraded 

credibility has shaped one of the most important international negotiation processes. Chapter I 

maps the existing literature on stabilitocracy, aiming to elaborate on how the stability approach 

led to the rise of regional authoritarianism rather than precisely how it affected the Kosovo-

Serbia dialogue. By analysing the implications of the EU stability approach in the Brussels 

Dialogue, the thesis explores how the EU enlargement policy was used as leverage in the 

process and how this cohered with the EU’s ambitions in foreign policy and security initially 

triggered by the Yugoslav wars in the 1990s and further sophisticated in 2009 with the Lisbon 

Treaty (Eeckhout, 2012; European Parliament, 2022). The Brussels Dialogue has become an 

integral part of the EU membership conditionality for Kosovo and Serbia. This thesis delves 

into the impact of the EU's stability approach on the Brussels Dialogue and how the EU 

employs its enlargement policy to exert influence in pursuit of its foreign policy and security 

objectives. It looks at how the EU navigated around its role as a normative power promoting 

democratic reforms to its position serving as a force for good in achieving stability by 

negotiating one of the most persistent bilateral disputes in the Western Balkans.  

In sum, to deconstruct the emergence of stabilitocracy, the thesis looks at democratisation 

through conditionality, which in the case of the Western Balkans has primarily taken place in 

the framework of the EU enlargement agenda. It builds on the work of scholars such as 

(Schimmelfennig et al., 2015; Smith, 2003) on the growing importance of the EU conditionality 

and its effectiveness in the CEE countries. However, the democratic crisis in the EU has created 
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a critical juncture for enlargement and the EU normative power, consequently impacting the 

EU’s leverage in the Brussels Dialogue (Bergmann and Niemann, 2015). The unprecedented 

democratic crisis has indeed triggered significant scholarly attention. The thesis uses the 

previous work of (Bermeo, 2016; Tomini, 2017 Bakke and Sitter, 2019; Bieber, 2018 Bakke 

and Sitter, 2019), who have analysed the linkage between democracy promotion and the 

emergence of authoritarian regimes, aiming to understand the factors contributing to the decline 

of democracy. Democratic relapse in the CEE and the emergence of hybrid regimes within the 

EU have abruptly impacted the already shaky trajectory of democratic transition in the Western 

Balkans (Bermeo, 2016). Thus, twenty years after the Thessaloniki Summit in 2003, which 

formally started the democratisation process through enlargement, halfway through the process 

facing a declining EU normative power which has immensely decreased the EU’s appetite for 

enlargement, the Western Balkan countries established the so-called stabilitocracies.  

This thesis adopts a novel approach by analysing the implications of the stability approach 

using the Brussels Dialogue as a case study. To provide a unique empirical illustration of this 

recognised phenomenon, this thesis showcases the detrimental impact the lack of success in 

the Brussels Dialogue has had on the EU’s status as a global actor, the democratic transition as 

part of the EU integration for both countries, the statehood trajectory for Kosovo as the unique 

case in which the intra-EU cohesion has been challenged, and the impact it will have in the 

future similar cases. The latter is essential, especially with the war in Ukraine and the 

similarities it shares, combining the EU enlargement and the EU’s ambitions in security and 

foreign policy.  

However, not much research has been focused on how stabilitocracy - driven by the good 

neighbourly relations component and the EU’s ambition in foreign policy - has impacted the 

role of the EU in solving the Kosovo-Serbia dispute (Emini and Stakic, 2018). The Dialogue 

between Kosovo and Serbia represents one of the best-case studies to analyse the EU 

stabilitocracy approach in the Western Balkans. It represents three key elements: 1) the 

countries have made EU integration their prime foreign policy goal and are in the accession 

phase, 2) the countries are going through democratic transformation primarily pushed by the 

EU, and 3) both countries share a conflicted past, thus increasing the fear for instability in the 

region with implications in the EU. The position of the EU in the region gained another level 

of complexity in 2011 when the EU was mandated to facilitate the dialogue between Kosovo 

and Serbia. This enabled the EU to combine enlargement and its foreign policy ambitions in 

conflict management. Though presented as a means to expedite EU membership for Kosovo 
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and Serbia, the Dialogue has come to have a detrimental impact on the role and the leverage of 

the EU as a transformative power in the region.   

The novelty of this research also lies in the fact that it is conducted by a researcher from the 

respective country, adopting a “bottom-up approach”. This approach recognises the importance 

of local perspectives and insights in generating scientific contributions. By leveraging my 

direct experience and understanding of the context, the study aims to provide a valuable 

perspective on the subject matter. 

Overall, in this thesis, I advance scholarly knowledge by exploring the concept of 

stabilitocracy, analysing the complex international context in which the EU currently operates, 

and providing an empirical example that enhances our understanding of the EU’s stability-

orientated approach and its implications for the Brussels Dialogue.  

Methodology 
The methodology for the thesis includes qualitative research methods to ensure comprehensive 

data collection and analysis. Considering the focus of the research – the EU institutional 

approach in the Brussels Dialogue – the qualitative research methods employed are interviews, 

content and textual analyses, and participatory and non-participatory observation. These 

methods provided in-depth insights into the research topic and allowed for a nuanced 

understanding of the perspectives and experiences of key stakeholders. Tailoring these various 

sources and methods has made it possible to achieve triangulation in the research. Thus, it 

enhanced the validity of the findings by minimising the biases or limitations associated with 

individual sources or methods. Furthermore, triangulation enabled me to cross-validate 

information, identify patterns, and comprehensively understand the processes. Thus, I have 

been able to utilise several sources and employ methods to triangulate the data related to EU 

integration and the Western Balkans through the following steps:  

Content and Textual Analyses: This part of the qualitative research provides an analysis of the 

collected documents using content analysis techniques. The content and textual analysis 

provided an excellent basis to contextualise the research and provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the existing knowledge and discourse on the topic. Firstly, the desk research 

phase identified common documents, trends, and arguments presented in the EU official 

documents, think tank reports, and academic research. The first phase includes a review of 

national and international sources, focusing on official reports and documents published by the 

EU, the EU regulations and legislations, and the EU strategic documents and assessment 
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reports. These documents are essential sources of information that provide official 

perspectives, policies, and guidelines regarding EU integration and the Western Balkans. 

Consulting these documents helps establish a foundation of knowledge based on credible 

official sources. The second part of the desk research phase included mapping and consulting 

the existing policy papers and journalistic reporting related to the research topic. The review 

included reports commissioned by civil society organisations and publications from 

international organisations, universities, and research centres. The previous academic work 

provided valuable insights, theories, and empirical evidence contributing to understanding EU 

integration and the Western Balkans, stabilitocracy, and EU behaviour in international 

negotiations. By building upon previous scholarly work, I was able to identify gaps, validate 

existing knowledge, and develop the theoretical framework for the case study. 

Additionally, the consulting work of the think tanks specialising in EU integration and the 

Western Balkans, which produced extensive research and analysis, further expanded the 

empirical scope of knowledge. The reports published by think tanks offer alternative 

viewpoints, policy recommendations, and an in-depth understanding of complex issues. 

Incorporating these perspectives has broadened the research's scope and enhanced its 

credibility. 

It was imperative to develop a solid research design incorporating qualitative research methods, 

specifically interviews, to collect primary data. Furthermore, cross-referencing the findings 

gathered through desk research with the interview data was necessary to understand the 

research topic comprehensively. Thus, to utilise data triangulation to enhance the validity and 

reliability of the findings compare and cross-reference the data collected from different sources, 

the research design also included 15 semi-structured interviews. By mixing semi-structured 

interviews with relevant stakeholders combined with official documents, reports, and academic 

research, I was able to identify converging or diverging perspectives, validate findings, and 

ensure a comprehensive analysis. The interviews were conducted with diverse participants, 

including EU officials, experts, academics, and former politicians, to gather first-hand insights, 

experiences, and expert opinions. These interviews allow for in-depth exploration of specific 

topics, clarification of ambiguities, and the emergence of new perspectives. The majority of the 

interviewees are from the EU institutions aiming to gather institutional perspectives on the 

Brussels Dialogue. 

The role of the member states is very important. Henceforth, the interviews included experts 

from member states playing a crucial role in the Brussels Dialogue, such as France and 
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Germany. Due to their important role in relation to the case study – especially to Kosovo – 

interviews were carried out with two stakeholders from the non-recognising member states – 

Slovakia and Greece –considered ‘soft’ non-recognisers. An interview was conducted with UK, 

U.S., and Russian experts to better understand the Brussels Dialogue's geopolitical aspects. 

Two interviews were conducted in Kosovo with a former diplomat who served as the first 

Kosovo liaison officer in Serbia after the Agreement in 2012 and a current advisor to the 

Government of Kosovo. Both were selected with the purpose of providing two perspectives on 

the previous elite negotiations during the technical phase and the current negotiation during the 

political phase. One interview is with a former political advisor and diplomat from Serbia to 

provide the Serbian perspective in the analysis. These interviews have been flexible in nature, 

allowing for open discussions and the exploration of emerging themes. The interviews provide 

valuable first-hand information and insights into the research topic. 

Participatory and Non-participatory Observation includes my direct observation of, and 

participation in, key processes such as legislation reviews, forums, conference reports, 

seminars, and other relevant events related to the research topic2. This approach has allowed 

me to gain first-hand experience and gather data on the processes and dynamics within these 

events. While these events have not been used directly as a reference in the thesis, these 

observations have been crucial in mapping the relevant stakeholders in the process.  

Part of the research design is the selection of the case study. This process took place alongside 

the literature review and in the process of drafting the first draft of the thesis outline and 

structure. The Brussels Dialogue facilitated by the EU provides a compelling case study for 

analysing the EU’s stabilitocracy approach in the Western Balkans. Firstly, it is a perfect case 

study to showcase the EU’s unsharpened toolkit designed to exercise its normative power 

 
2 The following represents a small portion of events I have spoken at during my PhD studies: Belgrade Security 
Forum (BSF) - Academic panel: state capture as an unintended consequence of conflict- resolution: Presenting 
the draft paper titled: “Promoting Stability and Facilitating State Capture: A Case Study on the EU’s Role in the 
Kosovo/Serbia Dialogue” co-authored with Aidan Hehir; South-east European Studies at Oxford (SEESOX): 
Can elections bring (real) change? Lessons learned and prospects for the Western Balkans; European Policy Centre 
and United States Mission to the EU: The Belgrade-Pristina dialogue: Getting back on track?; European Council 
on Foreign Policy (ECFR): How Kosovo can build internal support for the dialogue? ‘Sounding Board’ Dialogue 
Working Group (Member since 2019); European Institute for Security Studies and Slovenian Presidency of the 
EU. The Strategic Compass and the Western Balkans: Towards a tailor-made and strategic approach to 
partnerships?; Antall Joseph Summer School: Western Balkans in the Spotlight – Challenges and Possibilities 
from a Parallel Perspective; Prague European Summit: Kosovo- Serbia Dialogue: Heading Towards a Break 
through or a Stalemate I Prague European Summit 2021; International Institute for Peace (IIP), Austrian Institute 
for International Affairs, the Karl-Renner-Institute: The Belgrade - Pristina Dialogue. Can an agreement finally 
be reached? International Institute for Peace (IIP): Reconciliation from inside the region: Challenges and 
Opportunities in Kosovo and beyond. 
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through conditionality in countries which share a conflicted past and a risk of tensions re-

emerging; secondly, it combines the EU enlargement policy with the EU’s ambitions in foreign 

policy and conflict mediation. This case is rare in the Western Balkans. It represents the only 

negotiation in which the EU not only uses its enlargement policy as leverage but is also fully 

and deeply integrated into the political system of both countries. Thus, it can apply its structural 

diplomacy. Secondly, this case occurs while the EU sharpens its global foreign policy and 

security approach. At the same time, by launching the Brussels Dialogue, the EU has taken 

serious steps to create a common foreign policy and security approach, which was formalised 

in 2009.  

In hindsight, the following elements make this case unique and very relevant: 

- The Brussels Dialogue is the only negotiation case led entirely by the EU, which 

combines the EU’s enlargement policy and its foreign policy ambitions in conflict 

management. The Brussels Dialogue was launched almost hand-in-hand with the EU’s 

goal to create a common security and foreign policy approach.  

- The Brussels Dialogue involves parties that have made EU Integration a Prime Foreign 

Policy Goal; Kosovo and Serbia have made EU integration a top priority in their foreign 

policy agendas. This shared goal reflects their desire for economic development, 

political stability, and enhanced regional cooperation. The fact that Kosovo is in the 

pre-accession phase while Serbia is further along in the accession process creates an 

interesting dynamic, allowing for a comparative analysis of their progress, challenges, 

and the EU’s approach towards each country. 

- The case provides insight into how democratic transformation forms part of the EU 

integration process; Kosovo and Serbia are undergoing democratic transformation. 

They are subject to the EU’s strategic leverage in the enlargement and assistance to 

complete the democratic transition.  

- Studying stabilitocracy in a case involving two parties that share a very conflicted past 

– and fear future instability – provides a unique opportunity to test the EU’s ability and 

political power and readiness to deliver on both enlargement and stability through 

negotiations. Kosovo and Serbia share a history marred by conflict and unresolved 

issues, contributing to the fear of potential instability in the region. The Dialogue 

between the two countries is a significant mechanism for addressing and resolving these 

historical tensions. By examining the EU’s involvement in facilitating the Brussels 
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Dialogue and its efforts to promote reconciliation and stability, one can gain insights 

into the effectiveness of the stabilitocracy approach in the context of a volatile region.  

Through these key elements, this thesis explores the implications of the EU stability approach 

in the Western Balkans. It analyses how it shapes the EU’s global actorness and impacts both 

the democratisation and EU integration processes in both countries. The case study provides 

an opportunity to evaluate the limitations, weaknesses, and overall impact of the EU’s 

stabilitocracy approach in the Western Balkans. 

This thesis primarily centres on exploring the EU's approach to the Brussels Dialogue within 

the framework of "stabilitocracy." However, it places specific emphasis on the repercussions 

of this approach on Kosovo, which stems from several compelling reasons: 

- First and foremost, this research delves into an in-depth analysis of Kosovo through the 

lens of "stabilitocracy" within the context of the Brussels Dialogue. This strategic 

approach addresses an identified gap in existing scholarly literature, which has yet to 

extensively investigate the role of Kosovo in the Brussels Dialogue from a 

"stabilitocracy" perspective. It is important to clarify that this study excludes Serbia, as 

other scholars have thoroughly examined it due its internal dynamics and 

"stabilitocracy," particularly in its interactions with illiberal actors such as Russia and 

China. Although this thesis briefly includes relevant events that took place in Serbia, 

which have had a critical impact on the Brussels Dialogue and contributed to the overall 

pursuit of stabilitocracy by the EU.  

- The analysis of Kosovo looks at the complex dynamics of the Brussels Dialogue, where 

stability considerations can sometimes lead to unsettling events aimed at achieving 

longer-term stability. This has transformed Kosovo into an arena marked by recurrent 

tensions, thereby escalating security risks both within the country and the wider region. 

The Brussels Dialogue has profoundly impacted Kosovo's internal functioning and 

capacity to navigate regional dynamics, EU relations, and broader international affairs. 

- A significant facet of this analysis is to look at how Kosovo operates internally during 

the Brussels Dialogue and how it manages its external/diplomatic relations. 

Understanding this dynamic is crucial for gaining insights into the EU's engagement 

with the region. 
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- Kosovo's statehood represents a unique element distinguishing it from Serbia. The 

absence of recognition by five EU member states has posed substantial challenges to 

the EU in exerting influence and addressing Kosovo's statehood status. This challenge 

has taken centre stage in EU-Kosovo relations. 

- Despite playing a lesser role in the stability game compared to Serbia, Kosovo's destiny 

is closely linked to the EU's approach towards the autocratic regime in Serbia. This 

complex relationship has tested the EU's manoeuvrability and effectiveness in Kosovo. 

- Kosovo offers a distinct case in which the issue of recognition is intertwined with the 

Brussels Dialogue, involving the navigation of a non-recognized state in international 

diplomacy. This situation is unique to Kosovo, as Serbia is a well-consolidated state 

with robust bilateral ties to numerous EU countries. 

- Kosovo is ideal for examining the EU's structured diplomacy and comprehensive 

engagement. This engagement encompasses participation in the UNMIK governance, 

the EULEX Rule of Law mission with executive powers, the EU mission in Kosovo, 

and progress toward EU integration despite it still needing formal candidate status. 

It is important to note that this thesis, due to the depth of analysis required, primarily centres 

on Kosovo, leaving limited scope for a comparative analysis involving Serbia. However, future 

research plans include an extensive comparative analysis of Kosovo and Serbia's trajectories 

within the Brussels Dialogue and the broader context of EU enlargement processes. 

Overview of Chapters 
The structure of the thesis is based on six main Chapters, which are strategically aligned to 

enable the unfolding of the theoretical framework through its application to the case study. 

Chapter I: Enlargement Through Conditionality: Between Democratic Backsliding, 

Stabilitocracy, Semi and Competitive Authoritarian Regimes begins by examining the existing 

literature on democratic backsliding, stabilitocracy, semi-authoritarian regimes, and 

competitive authoritarian regimes in the context of EU integration. It provides an overview of 

previous and existing research on democratic transformation through integration and 

conditionality, as well as the challenges of democratic backsliding and the crisis of democracy. 

It also introduces the concept of ‘stabilitocracy’ and its application by the EU in the Kosovo-

Serbia Dialogue. 
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I demonstrate that the EU has traditionally utilised transformative and normative soft power 

through EU enlargement conditionality to promote democratic values and practices. This 

approach has proven successful in the third wave of democratisation, particularly in the EU 

enlargement process with CEE countries. However, I note that the crisis of democracy has 

presented new challenges, including democratic backsliding or relapsing the rise of illiberal 

democracy and semi-authoritarian regimes. These developments have, I demonstrate, had a 

detrimental impact on the EU’s foreign policy tool of enlargement through democratisation. 

This situation has led to the emergence of the concept of stabilitocracy, which has been 

conventionally associated with the foreign policy approach of the United States. In the context 

of the Western Balkans, the EU has also been said to have adopted a stability approach due to 

the limitations and complexities of the enlargement process in a post-conflict region with 

unresolved disputes and the legacy of conflicts in the 1990s. The chapter lays the foundation 

for the subsequent analysis by synthesising the existing knowledge on stabilitocracy and 

developing a framework that can be applied to a specific case study. Doing so provides a basis 

for understanding the complexities of stabilitocracy and their impact on democratic processes. 

The literature review delves into various aspects of stabilitocracy, which refers to a political 

system in cases when the EU accepts and prioritises stability over democratic principles. The 

chapter explores different perspectives on stabilitocracy, including its forms and implications, 

as well as its application in the case of the Brussels Dialogue. This chapter sets the framework 

for the case study, forming the main focus of the research described in the thesis. It provides 

the necessary background information on previous research, the EU’s approach to democratic 

transformation, the challenges posed by the crisis of democracy, and the concept of 

stabilitocracy. 

Chapter II: The EU from a Normative and Transformative Power to a Resilient Actor looks at 

the decreasing trajectory of the EU's normative and transformative power. Taking place amid 

the enlargement process toward Western Balkans and whilst facilitating one of the most 

complex disputes in the region, the Kosovo-Serbia dispute, I argue that the decrease of the EU’s 

normative power has been one of the key drivers leading to the EU embracing stabilitocracy.  

The EU has been widely recognised as a normative and transformative power through its 

enlargement process and democratisation efforts. However, I note that over time, the focus of 

the EU has shifted towards resilience as it continues to face challenges related to its internal 

functioning and its ability to navigate in the international arena. This chapter examines this 

transition and provides a detailed analysis of the EU’s trajectory from expansion to an actor 
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seeking resilience, focusing on how it has navigated in the Western Balkans. It starts by 

elaborating on the early 1990s EU approach to proceed with a specific focus on the 

Thessaloniki Summit 2003, which marked the formal opening of the enlargement process 

towards the Western Balkans. 

Initially, the EU was conceived as a peace project, so each wave of expansion was driven by 

geopolitical circumstances and the aim to maintain stability while promoting democratisation. 

This culminated in the inclusion of the CEE into the EU. However, this chapter explores the 

underlying factors behind the enlargement agenda and the evolving balance between stability 

and democratisation in cases when the EU combines enlargement and ambitions to establish 

its role in international negotiations. It analyses the emergence of ‘stabilitocracy,’ wherein the 

pursuit of stability precedes the importance of democratic reforms promoted widely through 

EU enlargement. This shift reflects the changing dynamics within the EU and raises questions 

about prioritising stability over the transformative aspects of EU membership. 

The chapter also examines the specific mechanisms applied by the EU in the Western Balkans, 

including the Copenhagen Criteria and the promotion of good neighbourly relations. These 

mechanisms were designed to foster democracy and regional cooperation in a post-conflict 

region. Thus, this chapter sheds light on the EU’s role in local democratisation processes and 

its efforts to build stability in a complex and challenging post-conflict region. Furthermore, the 

Western Balkans case study illustrates the interlinkage between democratization, regional 

cooperation, conflict management, and peace negotiations. It highlights the EU’s aspirations to 

take a leading role in these processes, emphasising its normative power and its transformative 

potential in conflict-ridden regions. 

Overall, this chapter provides an in-depth analysis of the EU’s transition from a normative and 

transformative power to an actor seeking resilient as a result of the crisis of values and 

democratic backsliding among the member states. It examines the factors that have shaped this 

transition, particularly in the context of the EU’s enlargement process and its engagement in 

the Western Balkans. By exploring the evolving dynamics and priorities of the EU, the chapter 

contributes to the theoretical framework. It comprehensively explains the EU’s role as a 

resilient actor in contemporary global affairs. 

Chapter III: The EU as Mediator: Negotiating Normalization through the EU Facilitated 

Dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia analyses the role of the EU in international 

mediation/negotiation, paving the way for the case study. The Chapter examines the 
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transformation of the EU’s foreign and security policy. In the late 1990s, the EU began to 

undertake a role in international mediation and negotiation, and the Yugoslav Wars drove it, 

which was further solidified with the establishment of common foreign policy and security 

goals through the Lisbon Treaty. This paved the way for the EU to develop a structured 

diplomacy approach, which was applied in the case of the Brussels Dialogue. 

The EU’s role as a mediator in the Brussels dialogue is important because it plays a crucial role 

in strengthening the concept of ‘stabilitocracy’ and testing the EU’s tailored approach towards 

the Western Balkans. This approach combined conditionality and the good neighbourly 

relations policy presented at the 2003 Thessaloniki Summit. The chapter delves into the 

Brussels Dialogue, the most ambitious EU effort in the region to date. It examines the EU’s 

approach in both the technical and political phases of the dialogue. It also explores the link 

between the reform process based on the Copenhagen Criteria and the stability approach. Using 

the Brussels Dialogue as a case study, the chapter showcases the limitations of the soft 

transformative approach employed by the EU. It highlights how the EU’s mediation role, 

particularly through the membership process, has faced challenges and necessitated a 

reconsideration of the EU’s enlargement methodology in the Western Balkans. 

Overall, the chapter provides an in-depth analysis of the EU’s role in international mediation 

and negotiation, with a particular focus on the Brussels Dialogue. It sheds light on the 

complexities of the EU’s approach, its soft transformative approach's limitations, and the need 

to re-evaluate its enlargement methodology in the Western Balkans. The chapter provides all 

agreements reached from 2011 to 2023, paving the way for the case study, which looks at the 

limitations and how the EU has gradually fallen into the stability trap in the framework of the 

Brussels Dialogue.  

Chapter IV: The Reality on the Ground: Securitization of the Brussels Dialogue delves into the 

case study and focuses on the impact of the Brussels Dialogue. It examines how this process 

has impacted the situation on the ground and analyses its effectiveness in resolving the dispute 

by aiming to reach stability and normalisation through enlargement. 

The chapter highlights the limitations of the EU as a facilitator, emphasising its need for more 

experience and political power to effectively handle a frozen conflict with the potential for 

tensions to re-emerge. Furthermore, it looks at how the EU fell short in sharpening the 

enlargement toolkit when applying it to a negotiation process. It identifies the key limitations 

of the EU in the process, the incremental approach, which in the case of Brussels Dialogue 
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aimed to reach normalisation through a series of small compromises but instead made the 

process open-ended and more vulnerable to stoking tensions between the parties through 

having undefined goals. Similarly, it looks at the detrimental impact of the EU’s constructive 

ambiguity, which has failed to produce effective results on the ground. It examines how the 

EU’s incremental approach and constructive ambiguity led to parties involved in the dialogue 

using these factors as scapegoats to avoid implementing the agreements they had initially 

agreed upon.  

The chapter also examines the impact of the Brussels Dialogue on Kosovo’s internal statehood 

and its ability to navigate internally and externally while simultaneously engaging in 

negotiations with Serbia regarding its status. It delves into the complex trajectory of the 

normalisation dialogue, which has fluctuated between pursuing overarching objectives of 

normalisation and settling for any arrangement that would provide marginal stability. The 

chapter further explores how the EU fell into a stability trap, wherein the desire for stability 

and the preservation of relationships with autocratic leaders took precedence over the necessity 

for meaningful reforms and democratisation. Overall, the chapter critically analyses the 

Brussels Dialogue, highlighting its limitations and the challenges faced by the EU as a 

mediator. It also examines the consequences of this dialogue on the ground, particularly in 

terms of stabilitocracy and the trade-off between stability and democratic principles. 

Chapter V: Clashes of the Titans and Kosovo’s (un)finished Statehood elaborates on the 

geopolitical aspects of the Brussels Dialogue. The Brussels Dialogue itself involves not only 

the parties directly involved but also third parties such as the United States and Russia. 

Additionally, it analyses the complex relationships between member states and EU institutions, 

which is crucial in comprehending the dynamics of the Brussels Dialogue. 

I demonstrate that though the EU plays a central role in the Brussels Dialogue as a global actor 

in peacebuilding and negotiations, the EU relies on political power and consensus among its 

member states to navigate the dialogue effectively. This necessitates carefully examining the 

interactions between member states and EU institutions. I demonstrate that enlargement, 

predominantly contingent on member states' political will, has considerably impacted the EU’s 

leverage in the Brussels Dialogue. The absence of progress in the enlargement process has 

shifted the EU’s primary goal to a focus on stability in the region. As a result, stability has 

become the main objective for the EU in the Brussels Dialogue and the wider Western Balkan 

region. 
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I show that one of the key elements influencing the EU’s acceptance of stabilitocracy in the 

Brussels Dialogue is the geopolitical role of Russia in the Brussels Dialogue. Russia’s influence 

in Serbia and the region has had a negative effect on the dialogue and has reinforced the 

stabilitocracy approach. Russia’s support for autocratic leaders in the Western Balkans, 

primarily Serbia, poses a direct threat to the stability of the region. Additionally, this challenges 

the normative power of the EU and the influence of the West in general. The role of Russia as 

an illiberal external actor in the dialogue has significant implications for stability in the region. 

It poses a challenge to the EU’s normative power and Western influence. 

Chapter VI: The Brussels Dialogue: Lessons Learned and the Future of EU as a Negotiator 

advances the lessons learned from the Brussels Dialogue and the broader implications for the 

EU’s role in global conflicts and its approach to similar situations in neighbouring regions. This 

chapter explores these lessons and their impact on the EU’s research model and discussion. 

Firstly, it looks at how the Brussels Dialogue has significantly shaped the EU’s global role in 

mediation; the way the EU has approached and attempted to resolve this conflict provides 

valuable insights into its strategies and tactics in dealing with other conflicts in the near 

neighbourhood and beyond. By analysing the EU’s approach in the Brussels Dialogue, the 

Chapter draws conclusions about the effectiveness and limitations of the EU’s conflict 

resolution methods and their applicability to other cases. 

The chapter investigates what the EU could have done differently to achieve success in the 

Brussels Dialogue without pursuing the stabilitocracy approach. It explores how the EU’s 

structured diplomacy could have been more effectively utilised and coordinated to steer the 

dialogue and facilitate the completion of the enlargement process in the Western Balkans, 

which commenced at the Thessaloniki Summit in 2003. This analysis provides insights into the 

potential adjustments in the EU’s approach to enhance its effectiveness in conflict resolution 

and enlargement processes. 

Secondly, the chapter examines the impact of the EU’s stabilitocracy approach in the Brussels 

Dialogue. The absence of progress in the enlargement process has affected the EU’s ability to 

fulfil its foreign policy and security ambitions in the Western Balkans and the future of the 

EU’s normative and transformative power. Additionally, it looks at the implications of the 

limitations in the Brussels Dialogue in future cases which share similar elements. For instance, 

Ukraine, in addition to the democratic reforms and stability, adds the security component. 

Furthermore, it combines the EU enlargement process with foreign policy ambitions.  
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Overall, the concluding chapter draws the lessons learned from the Brussels Dialogue have far-

reaching implications for the EU’s research model and discussion. It sheds light on the EU’s 

global role, the impact of its policies, and alternative strategies that could lead to more 

successful outcomes in conflict resolution and enlargement process.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter I: EU Enlargement Conditionality: 
Balancing Between Democracy and Stability 

 

1. Introduction 
This chapter provides an overview of previous and existing research on the democratisation-

through-EU-conditionality approach adopted during the enlargement process in the Western 

Balkans. It assesses the emergence of democratic backsliding and its impact on the EU’s 

normative power, which ultimately led to the emergence of the term ‘stabilitocracy’ employed 

to describe the EU’s approach. Furthermore, it introduces the framework for the case study that 

comprises the research focus described in this thesis.  

Democracy is in decline; the third wave of democracy - the ‘global democratic revolution’ that 

transformed former communist countries into democracies – though once believed to be very 

sustainable and irreversible (Huntington, 1993), is deteriorating. Moreover, the growing 

concerns related to the quality of democracy in the EU countries – particularly the Central 

Eastern European (CEE) countries – have weakened the role of the EU as the biggest promoter 

of democracy and its normative power based on which the EU became a global actor. 
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Furthermore, it called into question the future of the Union itself. This unprecedented 

democratic crisis has triggered significant scholarly attention (Bermeo, 2016; Tomini, 2017; 

Bakke and Sitter, 2019). Defining patterns between democracy and straight-out authoritarian 

regimes has been the focus of scholarly attention (Bieber, 2018; Bakke and Sitter, 2019). Belief 

in the idea that the EU serves as a transformative power toward the Western Balkans3 six, 

Turkey4, Ukraine, and Moldova from the European Union’s European Neighbourhood Policy 

(ENP)5 has been decreasing as the EU faces a credibility crisis impacting its leverage in relation 

to the countries seeking membership.  

In the case of the Western Balkans – a region with a shared conflicted past – EU conditionality 

has been challenged by the stability approach designed within the framework of the so-called 

Good Neghbourly Relations policy (Bieber, 2017) thorugh which the EU sought to foster and 

achieve stability in the region. The two pillar conditionality, one based on the Copenhagen 

Criteria (Anastasakis, 2008) focusing on reforms and the other on good neighbourly relations 

and regional cooperation manifested through the EU’s ambition in conflict management, placed 

the EU in a complex position struggling to balance between supporting reforms and solving 

open bilateral disputes in the region, both requiring immense political effort and investment. 

In the past two decades, the EU has been extensively focused on improving relations between 

Western Balkans countries while gradually overshadowing the importance of reforms and 

democratic transformation. The stagnation of enlargement toward the Western Balkans, 

launched by the EU in 2003, has raised debates about the EU’s decreasing normative and 

transformative power. In the absence of the EU’s transformational power, enlargement in the 

Western Balkans became a transactional process with stability in the centre (Stratulat et al., 

2021). 

The focus on stability placed the EU in a vicious cycle of conflict and crisis management while 

seriously stagnating democratic reforms. In the literature, this is known as stabilitocracy –a 

term widely used to depict the trade-off of reforms and stability in the region (Bieber, 2018, 

 
3 Western Balkan candidate countries include Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia, 
Serbia. Kosovo is still in the awaiting the candidate status. 
4 Albeit a candidate country and the European Council declaring that Turkey sufficiently fulfils the criteria for 
opening accession negotiations in October 2005, there is significant political stagnation which has put son hold 
the EU integration of the country. 
5 There are sixteen ENP partners: Algeria, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Egypt, Georgia, Israel, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Libya, Republic of Moldova, Morocco, Syria, Palestine, Tunisia, Ukraine. Since June 202, Ukraine and 
Moldova have received the candidate status.  
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2020b). Scholars have focused on linking stabilitocracy with the lack of democratic 

transformation in the Western Balkan region and the limited impact of the Copenhagen Criteria 

(Council, 1993). However, not much research has been focused on how stabilitocracy - driven 

by the EU’s decision to use conditionality for its ambition in conflict management in the case 

of Brussels - has impacted the role of the EU in solving the Kosovo and Serbia dispute (Emini 

and Stakic, 2018).  

1.1. Democratic Transformation through EU Integration 
Process: The Concept of ‘Democratisation by Integration’ 

It is important to start unfolding the theoretical framework by deconstructing the concept of 

democratisation by integration as the most robust of the EU’s transformative tools. This is 

relevant for the Western Balkans region, which started the trajectory of democratic transition 

in the framework of the EU integration process. Consequently, it will shed light on the 

emergence of stabilitocracy, which is elaborated on later in this chapter as the framework for 

the case study.  

By the time the EU formalised the conditionality through membership, its normative power 

had been solidified as it gathered like-minded countries sharing democratic values, norms, 

principles, human rights, and the rule of law. The EU built the norms and standards through 

enlargement to achieve the aspiring countries' transformation. This has been implemented 

through the EU’s direct engagement and conditionality, which has been more formalised as 

integration by conditionality. The primacy of the EU on conditionality lies in its political, 

economic, and social framework, encompassing democratic principles, human rights, and the 

rule of law. Furthermore, it had an advantage due to its financial instruments attached to its 

conditionality. As such, conditionality is a deliberate instrument the EU employs to motivate 

the candidate countries to embrace its principles and standards (Dimitrova et. al, 2016).  

Democratisation by integration is a term that refers to a chain of processes leading to 

democratic transformation and reforms undertaken in light of the EU integration process of a 

prospective country (Dimitrova & Pridham, 2004). Further, it refers to political conditionality 

as one of the most effective methods to trigger domestic change (Schimmelfennig & 

Sedelmeier, 2004). The advanced EU integration model as a means of democracy promotion 

has been considered an example of external pressure to leverage democratisation (Dimitrova 

& Pridham, 2004). Employing a combination of top-down (complex measures) and bottom-up 

(soft measures) approaches, the EU membership process aims to serve not only as an additional 
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incentive for democratisation but also to irreversibly consolidate democracy (Pridham, 2005). 

The conditionality approach increased the primacy of the EU as an external actor, surpassing 

the United Nations (UN) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) (Smith, 2001). 

As the most powerful external actor, the EU dictated the reform agenda within states, leaving 

domestic actors unable to negotiate the rules or influence the process. 

Democratisation, especially in the case of the EU, falls among the notions of internationally 

influenced transformational processes materialised through conditionality and external 

pressure. This transformation is achieved through imposing conditions for support in exchange 

for political opportunity and financial aid (Grimm, 2019). As such, the simplified version is the 

trade-off democracy for EU membership. The conditionality approach originated in 

Copenhagen in 1993, and it includes a wide range of political and economic conditions in the 

form of obligations for EU membership. In the Copenhagen Criteria, it was set that the 

membership requires that the candidate country has achieved stability of institutions 

guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights, and respect for and protection of 

minorities (EUR-Lex, 1993). 

The conditionality of the membership process is designed to take place in stages. The initial 

stage is the pre-negotiations, which is at the level of an aspiring member or the status of a 

candidate; the accession negotiations, which open the formal negotiations in which the 

candidate country is subject to scrutiny and assessment; and lastly, the country becomes part 

of the EU (Reinhard, 2010). The EU has considerable leverage over the candidate country in 

the first two phases (DG NEAR, 2023). In the last stage, once a country joins the EU, the direct 

leverage of the EU begins to weaken. This will be further elaborated on in the next section on 

democratic backsliding. The first and second are the most decisive phases, guaranteeing EU 

leverage and power over the candidate country. On paper, the negotiations can be blocked by 

the EU if the country fails to meet the political conditions of the EU, such as in the case of 

Turkey (EU Parliament, 2022), or essentially, the EU can interrupt and terminate negotiations 

if the country shows signs of regress and lacks the political will to meet the political conditions 

(Schimmelfennig and Scholtz, 2010). The process of interrupting negotiations for EU 

membership is rather lengthy and bureaucratic. It begins with a series of warnings in the regular 

annual report and a subsequent period during which the country is expected to address the 

concerns of the EU Commission Reports. However, in the case of the Western Balkans, this 

did not occur, albeit there are patterns of democratic regress and non-alignment with the EU’s 

foreign policy (Keil, 2012; Dzankic, Kiel and Kmezic, 2018). For both bureaucratic and 
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political complexities and geopolitical considerations, it is improbable that the EU would 

completely terminate negotiations with a candidate country. Nevertheless, the process may 

stall, leading to a status quo. This situation is evident in the cases of Turkey and the Western 

Balkans, where the EU has effectively placed these regions in a status-quo state. Consequently, 

this impasse can result in the EU being satisfied with the lack of progress and even an erosion 

of democratic values, potentially leading to an authoritarian backslide. 

The growing importance of the EU conditionality approach triggered much interest among 

scholars (Schimmelfennig et al., 2015; Smith, 2003). In the literature, democracy by integration 

has been qualified as an asymmetric process in which the EU is the donor, and the candidate 

countries are the recipients. More specifically, the EU provides funds, aid, policy incentives, 

and potential integration in exchange for the democratic transformation of the country (Richter, 

2012; Bieber, 2017). In such cases, the relationship between parties is defined by their power 

to influence the other party. These circumstances place the donor or the stronger party in a 

position to influence the weaker party, thus applying the conditionality and defining the rules 

of the process (Schimmelfennig & Scholtz, 2008). This includes negotiating the content, 

procedures, timelines, and pace of reforms. The democratic transformation is effective only if 

both sides agree to engage jointly in the process. When a degree of conflict arises during the 

interaction, the external actor can slow down the integration process or even change the reform 

process (Richter, 2012). In practice, this is known as the ‘carrot and stick approach’, the trade-

off the EU has placed in relation to the candidate countries (Toneva-Metodieva, 2014: Bechev, 

2006). Further, it is widely acknowledged that this type of conditionality will bring substantial 

change and establish solid democratic regimes only if the costs of political compliance with 

EU rules by domestic political elites do not exceed the benefits – in this case, the credible EU 

membership perspective (Schimmelfennig, 2008). The successful transition of the CEE from 

communist regimes to stable democracies – due to the EU’s democratisation by conditionality 

approach – is considered one of the biggest successes of the EU (Cianett, et al., 2018). This has 

significantly bolstered the EU's transformative credentials in the democratisation (Meka, 

2016). Further, the EU membership process of the CEE countries has contributed to framing 

the Copenhagen Criteria as one of the most effective tools to promote democracy.  

According to the Copenhagen Criteria, the EU membership for the prospective members – 

firstly introduced toward the CEE countries - will take place provided that they successfully 

achieve 1) institutions to guarantee stable democracy, the rule of law, and human rights; 2) a 

functioning market economy; and 3) the ability to comply with the EU laws, what is known as 
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the acquis communautaire (Council, 1993).  The Copenhagen Criteria and the EU enlargement 

conditionality have been hailed as the most successful foreign policy tool for external 

democracy promotion (Dimitrova & Kortenska, 2016). Nevertheless, a quarter of a century 

since the beginning of the transformation of the CEE, which positioned the EU as the most 

prominent actor in expanding democracy, there is a broad consensus among scholars 

(Dimitrova, 2010; Sedelmeier, 2013; Rupnik, 2007) that this cheerful picture of this process 

needs to be revisited. The CEE region is in a severe democratic crisis as many countries of the 

CEE showcase signs of democratic deterioration and institutional fragility (Blokker, 2021). 

As the CEE enlargement - previously described as a ‘turning point’ for the effectiveness of 

conditionality – was showing its first signs of flaws, the EU had already replicated the 

conditionality approach in other regions subject to enlargement. Given the similar approach 

used by the EU to democratise the Western Balkan region, using the CEE countries as a starting 

point is particularly important for three reasons: 1) transformation of the communist countries 

in Europe into democracies represents a triumph of the ‘West over the east’; 2) rapid 

transformation of CEE took place under the influence of the EU in the framework of the EU 

integration process or ‘Europeanisation’ thus making the EU a transformative force; 3) after 

the successful transformation of the CEE countries the same enlargement methodology is being 

used toward other regions such as the Western Balkans (Butkovic & Samarhzija, 2014). In the 

case of the Western Balkans, however, alongside the Copenhagen Criteria, the EU added further 

political conditionality by introducing the Good Neighbourly Relations and Stabilization 

Association Process (SAA) (Anastasakis, 2008). This stability approach has been set out in the 

European Security Strategy and the Summit of Thessaloniki, which laid the ground for the EU 

accession of a post-war region (Keane, 2005). 

The crisis of democracy within the EU and enlargement regions has led many scholars to raise 

questions about the effectiveness of transformation by EU membership (Levitz and Pop-

Eleches, 2010; Blauberger and van Hüllen, 2020; Dimitrova and Kortenska, 2016). The 

reversal of democracy in the CEE countries and the long-lasting transitioning period of the 

Western Balkans have opened two debates. The first debate focuses on the effectiveness of the 

‘democracy by integration’ approach (Grabbe, 2014; Böhmelt and Freyburg, 2018; Böhmelt 

and Freyburg, 2012; John O’Brennan, 2014). At the same time, the second debate revolves 

around the stability and quality of democracy, especially in the countries subject to the third 

wave of democracy, such as the CEE countries (Kelemen, 2017; Kelemen and Blauberger, 

2017; Papadimitriou et al., 2017). The latter tries to capture the nexus between the democratic 
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transformation of the countries and the reforms imposed by the EU integration process. Each 

is discussed in turn below.  

Though the conditionality approach is acknowledged as having succeeded in promoting 

transformation in potential candidate countries, employing democratic conditionality as a 

political tool has long been subject to critical debate (Freyburg & Richter, 2010). For instance, 

accession negotiations with the CEE countries, as part of the EU conditionality framework, 

have successfully shaped the political elite’s behaviour subject to negotiations but are much 

less effective in consolidating democracy (Pridham, 2005). Another debate has been opened 

among scholars over accession conditionality. Many doubts have been raised about the 

effectiveness of democratic reforms imposed by the external actor and adopted under pressure 

by the recipient – the prospective member countries (Dimitrova & Pridham, 2004). Further, 

despite the initial success of the first and second wave of membership of the Eastern 

Enlargement6, the conditionality imposed by the EU has not overcome the difficulties of the 

‘new members’ in establishing stable democracies (Dimirova, 2018). Thus, these countries will 

likely experience rollback or backsliding once membership has been achieved and the 

conditionality approach does not apply (Schimmelfennig, et al., 2015). 

The literature on EU integration shows that the EU reform demands often need to be more 

strictly fulfilled. However, the recipient country – the potential member state – still demands 

membership and accepts the EU conditionality (Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier, 2019). The 

conventional relationship between the donor and recipient changed, with the EU showing 

flexibility regarding reforms or adapting them to fit local purposes. In the case of the Western 

Balkans, the need to adapt for stability has been one of the critical elements behind what in 

literature is known as ‘stabilitocracy’ (Bieber, 2018). 

1.2. The Democratic Decline in the EU and the Decrease of the 
EU’s Normative and Transformative Power   

As explained in the previous sections, the third wave of democratisation, the post-communist 

democratisation, has been considered the ‘global democratic revolution’ (Huntington, 1993). It 

is still subject to debate whether it represents the fourth wave of democracy or just an extension 

of the third wave (Huntington, 1991). Nevertheless, the process has succeeded by rapidly 

establishing democratic systems across Eastern Europe by transforming communist states into 

 
6 Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia. In 2007, Romania 
and Bulgaria joined the EU. 
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democratic regimes. This wave marked the collapse of communism and the penetration of 

democracy in almost every region of the world (Shin, 1994). Democracy was widely deemed 

the only viable alternative to authoritarian regimes (Fukuyama, 2006). Democratic regimes 

were established and consolidated. Thus, it became very unlikely that they would revert to 

authoritarianism (Ekiert & Kubik, 1998). This is mainly believed to be the case in post-

communist regimes in the CEE region and later with enlargement toward Romania and 

Bulgaria.7 The EU’s normative and transformative power has been one of the critical factors 

behind democratisation in Europe, especially after enlargement in the CEE. Enlargement 

manifested through conditionality, is considered the soft power that secured the EU a place 

among the global powers as a promoter of democracy.  

Furthermore, the wave of enlargement in 2004 was heralded as a success in overcoming the 

continent’s divisions. It also contributed to reducing the gap between Eastern and Western 

Europe (Sedelmeier, 2014). Enlargement gave the EU credit for the success of the third wave 

of democracy and securing stability in Europe. At the peak of its normative power in the early 

2000s, the expansionist EU declared ambitions in the Western Balkans on its mission to 

shepherd these countries through democratic transitioning (Keil, 2012).  

The third wave of democratisation resulted in the creation of regimes that are neither fully 

stable democratic regimes nor classic authoritarian ones. The so-called new democracies 

lacked sustainability, although all member states committed to upholding the fundamental 

values enshrined in the Treaty of European Union – Article 2. Democratic backsliding became 

more evident and reached concerning levels when the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) in 2019 

(Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem), 2019) and Freedom House Reports in 2020 (Csaky, 2020) 

considered Hungary ‘no a longer democracy and Poland is about to go down the same path’.8 

However, the Nations in Transit Report of Freedom House warned about the anti-democratic 

tendencies in the CEE countries in 2007 (Freedom House, 2007; Puddington, 2008; Gehrke, 

2020). Elements of democratic erosion have been noted even among old member states, albeit 

more focus has been given to Hungary and Poland and the risk of reversibility of democracy 

once countries join the EU (Walker and Habdank–Kołaczkowska, 2012). The persisting 

question is whether, for instance, Hungary and Poland would today meet the Copenhagen 

 
7 The CEE region refers to former communist countries that now are members of the European Union, 
such as Hungary, Poland, Czech Republic, and Slovakia. 
8 The Freedom House 2020 and V-Dem 2019 reports were among the first to specifically identify the 
occurrence of democratic backsliding within the European Union, mainly referring to the decline in 
democratic values observed in Hungary and Poland. 
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Criteria needed to join the EU. This has triggered scholars' interest in assessing the reversibility 

and decline of democracy (Puddington, 2011; Diamond, 2015). Many studies – especially on 

the democratic deterioration in the EU – primarily focus on the new member states of the CEE 

(Bochsler and Juon, 2020; Kapidzic, 2020; Kelemen, 2020). This is mainly because these 

countries have recently undergone the EU membership process. Thus, they have been 

considered democracies at one point, but also, as new democracies, are considered to have 

more vulnerable systems and weak resilience (Erdmann, 2011). Democratic backsliding took 

place in the old democracies such as the U.S. and UK and EU member states, which face serious 

challenges and the rise of far-right parties, including Germany, Austria, and France. However, 

the decline among the CEE questioned the effects of democratisation by enlargement 

(Lindberg, 2018).  

The old and new democracy division is crucial for the case study of this thesis mainly because 

the ‘new democracies’ heavily support enlargement toward Western Balkans. This support has 

been primarily driven by the need to strategically bring more autocratic or hybrid regimes to 

challenge policymaking within the EU. For example, in the case of the strategic partnership 

between Viktor Orbán of Hungary and Aleksandar Vučić of Serbia, both were not only hybrid 

regimes but also very reluctant to impose sanctions against Russia following the invasion of 

Ukraine, thus playing the geopolitical card as well. Whereas the old democracies, mainly 

Germany, France, and the Netherlands, remain sceptical about enlargement, fearing further 

deterioration in democracy as the EU expands toward unsustainable regimes, fearing the lack 

of absorption capacity of the EU.   

The decline of democracy triggered many debates and interest in analysing and defining 

patterns of democratic backsliding. Numerous terms have been used to depict variations 

between democracy and dictatorships (Lindberg, 2018). Similarly, illiberal democracy is 

widely used in the case of the CEE countries to illustrate the situation in which populist parties 

are prone to gradually chip away at liberal checks and balances (Meyer-Resende, 2018). 

Illiberal democracy has often been used to illustrate this decline, mainly referring to democratic 

deterioration in Central European Countries post-EU membership (Bakke and Sitter, 2019). 

These terms have been used to describe regimes within the EU under the assumption that these 

countries have been consolidated democracies and are currently undergoing a crisis of 

democratic values. The literature also includes terms such as hybrid regimes, regimes 

containing elements of democracy, and authoritarianism (Carothers, 2002); these terms are 

widely used to describe countries outside of the EU or prospective members.  
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Having strong democracies in the EU is vital because the member states commit themselves to 

fulfilling the Copenhagen criteria. Thus, having a stable and functioning democracy within the 

member states defines the internal functioning of the EU and its ability to project its power 

globally. Although the EU attempted to make internal reforms after each enlargement wave, it 

proved to lack the capacities needed to absorb new countries while maintaining internal 

political stability, accountability, and democracy at the institutional level. Thus, the initial 

enthusiasm and impact reached through EU conditionality have faded due to increasing 

concerns over democratic backsliding between EU members and the enlargement region 

(Kmezić, 2020; Batory et al., 2016; EIU, 2019; Janse, 2019). Democratic backsliding, which 

seriously impaired the EU’s internal functioning, has significantly impacted its normative 

power and appetite for enlargement, thus gradually turning the EU from an expansionist force 

into a union, putting expansion on hold while striving to build mere resilience toward 

backsliding among its members. The crisis of democracy within member states has affected the 

EU normative and transformative power. As such, the transformative model that once gave the 

EU the position of a global actor promoting democracy turned into a transactional model 

focused on achieving specific, short-term objectives, often through financial incentives, trade 

agreements, and other forms of bargaining (Dimitrova et al., 2016). These goals, in the case of 

the Western Balkans, beyond the ‘tick the box’ technical exercise, included short-term stability.  

While the next chapter analyses this trajectory further, the following section looks at 

stabilitocracy, a popular term used in the past decade to describe the trade-off of stability with 

reforms between the EU and potential candidate countries in Western Balkans and Turkey. Both 

stabilitocracy and state capture in the context of the EU integration will be further elaborated 

and deconstructed in the upcoming sections.  

1.2.1.The Concept of Democratic Backsliding 
EU member states and enlargement regions have faced multi-faceted problems in the past 

decade, and scholars have been increasingly concerned with the trend of democracies in decline 

globally (Cianetti et al., 2018; Freedom House, 2020). This trend has further contributed to the 

emergence of the debate over the nuances and gradations of regimes between the ideal 

democratic and authoritarian regimes (Diamond, 2015). In response to the erosion of 

democracy, many scholars have tried to assess this process’s trends, causes, and consequences. 

Trying to distinguish it from democratic break-down in which regimes reverse through military 

coups, mass protests, and demonstrations (Bermeo, 2003), scholars have used the term 
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‘democratic backsliding’ (Mechkova, Luhrmann, and Lindberg 2017; Ulfelder and Lustik 

2007; Bermeo 2016) to illustrate a relatively gradual process of democratic erosion.  

One of the first challenges in defining democratic backsliding is understanding how scholars 

define and measure the quality of democracy. To be considered a democracy in reverse, a 

regime must first be a consolidated democracy. However, a democracy cannot be regarded as 

consolidated until the transitioning phase to democracy has been fully completed, in addition 

to holding free elections (Linz & Stepan, 1996). For the democratic regime to be fully 

consolidated, many tasks must be fulfilled; conditions must be established to ensure that habits 

are cultivated and deeply rooted in society (ibid). In the case of the CEE, EU-applied 

conditionality fell short in the post-accession phase to ensure a continuation of reforms, thereby 

making these regimes vulnerable (Cianetti et al., 2018: Levitz and Pop-Eleches, 2010). This 

implies that no system is fully resilient and that democracies should be maintained rigorously 

to ensure continuity. For instance, the EU’s successful democratisation trajectory started to 

decrease markedly after the rapid expansion of the Union but also as a result of the crisis of 

democracy and values for which the EU had no leverage to solve internally. 

As Huntington pointed out in 1996, each wave of democracy is followed by the reverse wave 

or what is known as de-democratisation, a term used to describe the difficulties in consolidating 

democracy or the inability of countries to ensure favourable conditions for democracy to thrive 

(Huntington, 1991). This reversibility takes place in the gradual regression and erosion of 

democracy. The problem is rarely an overthrow of democracy but a gradual weakening of 

essential elements of democracy (Huntington, 1996). When the process of democratic 

backsliding is a slow and gradual one, the trajectory starts with quality loss to a hybrid regime. 

Democratic backsliding can take many forms and occur gradually through small steps, many 

of which are legal and do not directly threaten democracy in themselves (Mickey, et al., 2017). 

Thus, the three types of decline are silent backsliding, which includes a gradual decrease in 

freedoms and rights, which are crucial elements for democracy; the relapse from a democracy 

into a hybrid regime; and a breakdown from democracy to an authoritarian regime, skipping 

the hybrid stage (O’Donnell, 1995). The latter is more prevalent but rare (e.g., Venezuela, 

Thailand, and Honduras) (Erdmann, 2011; Levitsky and Way, 2015). 

Democratic backsliding has been widely used to explain a pattern of democratic erosion, a 

gradual process that occurs even in countries with robust democratic institutions (e.g., CEE 

countries starting with Hungary; Sedelmeier, 2014). As Nancy Bermeo defines it, democratic 

backsliding is the gradual elimination of political institutions that sustain democratic regimes 
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(Cassani and Tomini, 2020). Instead of engaging in anti-democratic manoeuvres, backsliding 

governments capture and utilise the existing institutions and regulatory mechanisms (Bermeo, 

2016). Erdmann 2011 also contributed to theoretically conceptualising the patterns of 

democratic decline. According to Erdmann, the reverse or decline of democracy starts with the 

loss of quality in one of the two central dimensions, freedom and equality, and the horizontal 

control of power. Thus, gradually, the state becomes a defective democracy, a hybrid, or 

ultimately, an authoritarian regime (Erdmann, 2011). 

While it is very difficult to place democratic backsliding in a theoretical framework, common 

definitions include the reversal of democratisation and the weakening of democratic institutions 

(Cianett et al., 2018; Bakke and Sitter, 2019). As a result, the country experiences a decline in 

good governance, lack of transparency, and deterioration of the rule of law. Under such 

circumstances, reforms are halted, and human/minority rights are not respected. The 

backsliding regimes are fed by nationalism and rising populism, hence the increase of extreme 

right parties (Rupnik, 2007). Democratic backsliding is closely linked to the rise of right-wing 

political leaders – even within the EU - which directly challenge liberal democratic regimes 

(Krastev, 2016). These elites and parties often become the most significant generators behind 

democratic backsliding. The governments they form precipitate increased corruption and state 

capture – leading to non-compliance with EU rules and regulations and the danger of a 

democratic deficit (Eisen, et al., 2019). Henceforth, looking from the conditionality point of 

view, democratic backsliding concerns both pre-accession countries in the Western Balkans 

and the post-accession countries in CEE. As such, for the EU, democratic backsliding is not 

only a phase or a policy challenge but also potentially an existential crisis (Bakke & Sitter, 

2019). 

The most apparent CEE cases of democratic backsliding, Hungary and Poland, belong to the 

Third Wave, according to which there is a tendency to reverse from a democracy into an 

authoritarian or hybrid regime (Tomini, 2017). The elements of this phenomenon include 1) 

the political elites of the CEE countries lack liberal democratic values (Ines, 2014); 2). The 

economic crisis of 2008 and the aftermath of the Eurozone Crisis (Bohle & Greskovits , 2009); 

3) External influences, mainly political and economic from Russia and China (Shekhovtsov, 

2016); 4) right-wing extremism and polarised populism (Enyedi, 2016).  

While in the case of the EU, much has been discussed about democratic decline, Florian Bieber 

looks at Western Balkans through the lens of “de-democratisation” to describe the complex 

political dynamics in the region. De-democratisation takes place in a transitional grey area 
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between solidified democracies and authoritarianism. This process is characterised by 

continuous shifts and fluctuations, swinging back and forth, regimes oscillating between the 

democracy on paper and the informal realities of authoritarianism (Freeman, 2018) Similarly, 

autocratisation is the used to describe the shift from democratic governance to autocracy or 

authoritarianism. In the case of Western Balkans, this refers to democratisation fatigue in 2010, 

and the wave of autocratisation which followed. According to Bieber, this has been present in 

Serbia since 2012, Montenegro, and North Macedonia between 2006-08 and 2017 examples of 

competitive authoritarian regimes. On the other hand, Albania, Kosovo, and Bosnia and 

Herzegovina are considered partially competitive authoritarian regimes (Bieber, 2018). 

1.3. Stabilitocracy: Trading EU Membership for Stability  
The EU has been one of the most important actors in the Western Balkans since the 1990s and 

has used a wide range of foreign policy instruments, including enlargement – possibly the EU’s 

most influential foreign policy tool – diplomacy, trade, financial assistance, and civilian and 

military missions. Nevertheless, despite this rather ambitious and multi-faceted 

Europeanisation process, the transformation of this post-conflict region has been slow. This can 

be primarily attributed to the democratic backsliding and intra-EU challenges, influential 

political domestic players, and inconsistent use of conditionality because of the stability-

democratisation dilemma (Hartwell, 2021). Democratic backsliding in the EU, which 

eventually weakened the EU normative power, has had a detrimental impact on the 

democratisation trajectory in the Western Balkans. Furthermore, the decreased interest in 

expansion within the EU left the region without EU membership as the overarching end goal 

(Ferreira, 2022). 

1.3.1. Western Balkans from Democracy to Stabilitocracy  
The democratic decline or stagnation in the Western Balkan region did not receive the same 

amount of scholarly attention as democratic backsliding within the EU. This is mainly due to 

the fact that the region is in the process of Europeanisation, and the decline is not qualified as 

democratic backsliding due to the fact that these courtiers have yet to complete the transition 

to democracy (Rupnik, 2017). In the Western Balkans, democracy and effective government 

are still developing (ultimately). Freedom House reports that following significant 

advancement from 2004 to 2010, the average Democracy Score in the Western Balkans has 

been declining, as in Europe (Freedom House, 2016). None of the Western Balkan nations are 

currently regarded as fully developed democracies (Gehrke, 2020). As such, this democratic 
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stagnation occupies a grey zone comprising hybrid regimes rather than consolidated 

democracies, backsliding and gradually turning into competitive authoritarian regimes (Bieber, 

2019). Western Balkan countries were introduced to the multi-party system in the early 1990s 

following the beginning of the break-up of Yugoslavia (Kmezic, 2020). However, instability - 

following the wars in Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Kosovo - enabled the emergence of 

semi-authoritarian regimes which came to characterise the 1990s. The first signs of 

Yugoslavia’s break-up triggered the EU’s attention, highlighting its political ambitions towards 

the region and its broader ambitions. (Glaurdić, 2011). The Balkans thus once again became a 

geopolitical arena fought over by the EU alongside the US on the one hand and Russia.  

Thus, during the early 1990s, while states in the Western Balkans could hope for support from 

the international community in promoting peace and stability, Euro-Atlantic integration was 

not on the horizon, nor did the domestic political elites think about this during the run-up to the 

wars leading to the dissolution of Yugoslavia (Bieber, 2019). In the first decade of the 2000s, 

they witnessed a gradual democratic transformation of the region and a new political will 

amongst the ruling powers to endorse political and economic reforms in light of the unique 

possibility of EU integration (Bieber, 2018). During this democratisation period, autocratic 

parties were excluded from power until they demonstrated that they had undergone internal 

reform. During this period, scholarship on the Western Balkans assumed that the region was 

experiencing a somewhat delayed transformation from authoritarian to democratic regimes 

(Ibid). However, this window of opportunity was not used by the international community as 

it was more focused on cooperation with the International Criminal Tribunal for the former 

Yugoslavia (ICTY) in the case of Serbia. In states under international tutelage (Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and Kosovo), it was highly focused on establishing cooperation with international 

administrators (Bieber, 2019). More critical and nuanced approaches toward democratisation 

in the region are relatively recent; these approaches flesh out the difficulties inherent in 

democratic consolidation in the Balkans, mostly comparing it to other regions sharing similar 

conditions (Mujanovic, 2018). Having not reached the overarching goal of democratic 

transformation, by the late 2000s, the democratisation process began to stagnate, and elements 

of competitive authoritarian regimes re-emerged. The reverse trend reflected all key indices of 

democracy, starting from the curtailment of freedom of speech, patterns of institutional capture, 

and robust state control by the ruling party/elite (BiEPAG, 2017). 

The overarching goal of EU membership has widely sponsored the democratisation process in 

the Balkans. As previously mentioned, the EU has been a significant factor in the Western 
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Balkans since the 1990s and has used a wide range of foreign policy instruments, including 

enlargement—possibly the EU’s most influential foreign policy tool—diplomacy, trade, 

financial assistance, and civilian and military missions – what is in literature known as 

structural diplomacy (Keukeleire, 2003; Keukeleire, Justaert and Thiers, 2009; Keukeleire, 

Fonck and Métais, 2015). Although the EU has been heavily involved in the Western Balkan 

countries since 1999, there has been a slow process of Europeanization due to several factors, 

including the communist legacy and the failure to break with the past, flimsy institutions, weak 

judicial systems, and problems with post-conflict societies (Vachudova, 2006; Mungiu-Pippidi, 

van Meurs and Gligorov, 2007; Petrovic, 2022). Despite this rather ambitious and multi-faceted 

Europeanisation process, the transformation of this post-conflict region has been slow. This can 

be primarily attributed to the democratic backsliding and intra-EU challenges, influential 

domestic players, and inconsistent use of conditionality because of the stability-

democratisation dilemma (Nechev, 2016). 

In the Western Balkans, the EU’s already flawed approach is impaired because of the disputed 

statehood as a legacy of Yugoslav wars and the probability for the tensions of the past to flare 

up. Secessionist movements, debates over national identities, contested borders, ethnic 

conflicts, issues with reconciliation, and poor governance capacities that several governments 

in the Western Balkans are dealing with (Börzel, 2011). The EU in the Western Balkans has 

had two ambitions since the beginning of the Stabilisation and Association Process (SAP), 

which was launched in 1999 (EU General Affairs Council, 1999). The first is stability, and the 

second is the integration (Elbasani, 2008), which exacerbated the security-democratisation 

conundrum between stabilisation and state-building and democratisation and institution-

building. The EU has contributed to stabilising undemocratic and corrupt governments rather 

than their transformation by giving effective governance a higher priority than democratic 

governance for security concerns (Börzel, 2014, 2016). According to Börzel and Lebanidze, 

two conditions must be met for the EU to apply democratic conditionality consistently. There 

must be no stability-democratisation paradox, and pro-democratic reform alliances must exist. 

Without both factors, the EU is likelier to maintain the status quo than to operate as a 

transformative force that favours stability provided by autocratic leaders (Börzel and 

Lebanidze, 2017). Thus, despite reforms supported by the EU, there is a growing concern about 

oligarchisation and authoritarianism in the Western Balkans (Lasheras, 2016). Thus, the EU’s 

stability-democratisation impasse significantly impacts the region’s ability to reform. 
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Though partially successful in the CEE region, EU membership conditionality has been 

replicated in the enlargement process toward the Western Balkans. However, applying the same 

conditions for democratisation in the Western Balkans is problematic given the differences 

between the CEE and the Western Balkans relating to the legacies of past conflicts and the 

current complex relations created by open bilateral disputes, involving even contested 

statehood (Freyburg & Richter, 2010). Given these complexities, the membership perspective 

of the Western Balkan countries is more elusive, the negotiation process is lengthier, and the 

fundamental dynamics remain the same (Schimmelfennig, 2008). Moreover, according to 

Töglhofer and Wunsch (Töglhofer & Wunsch, 2011), in the case of the Western Balkans, there 

is a less consistent application of EU conditionality, mainly due to the tendency for instability 

in the region with implications for the EU (Solioz, 2020). Henceforth, in the context of the EU 

integration process, the term stabilitocracy is a useful means by which to distinguish the pattern 

in Western Balkans from cases such as the democratic backsliding used to refer to EU member 

countries facing a democratic crisis and countries led by semi-authoritarian regimes (Bieber, 

2018). 

1.3.2.The Emergence of Stabilitocracies in the Western Balkan  
Albeit ill-defined, ‘Stabilitocracy’ reflects the complexities of democratic transformation 

through EU conditionality. Moreover, it is used to depict how the EU trading off genuine 

democratic reform for stability helped the state capture, leading the region toward a hybrid 

status quo. There is a causal relationship between stabilitocracy and state capture in the Western 

Balkans (Richter and Wunsch, 2020; Vachudova, 2018). The term Stabilitocracy was first 

introduced by Srdja Pavlovic in 2017, aiming to illustrate the EU integration process through 

a simple trade-off: reforms in exchange for stability with a focus on Montenegro (Pavlovic 

2017). The policy of stabilitocracy has been widely used by the US administration and includes 

targeting the right ‘partner for dialogue’ to negotiate with and reach deals in many conflicted 

regions worldwide; according to Pavlovic, stabilitocracy has long been a guiding principle in 

US foreign policy. This is best reflected in the case of Chile during Pinochet and Iraq during 

Saddam Hussein’s reign in the 1980s. During the Cold War, this type of transaction has 

characterised Western assistance and support for non-democratic regimes around the for 

decades. This support included the exchange of stability for external lenience on democracy 

matters (Bieber, 2018). In the post-Cold War period, the best example related to the Western 

Balkan region was negotiating with Serbian dictator Slobodan Milosevic (Pavlovic. 2017).   
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The post-Cold War context of stabilitocracy takes place in the framework of the EU integration 

process. In this case, tabilitocracy comprises a more comprehensive, more complex term based 

on how the relations between EU and Western Balkans countries are developed. The Western 

Balkans’ specificity derives from its proximity to the EU and the pre-accession 

conditionality.This is particularly important given the fact that the governments of the six 

Western Balkan countries have strong incentives to foster democratic reforms; these incentives 

are more substantial than those for the countries inside the EU (Hungary and Poland) and 

countries more distant from the EU geographically and in the process of the EU integration 

process, such as Turkey (Bieber, 2018). According to Florian Bieber, in South-East Europe 

(SEE), maintaining stability has overtaken the democratisation process. This has created a solid 

basis for the illiberal elites to develop and consolidate their power. Being perceived as partners 

of the EU integration process of a post-communist region, the ‘strong men’ of the Western 

Balkans have been supported by the EU. As such, stabilitocracy represents the nexus between 

authoritarian regimes claiming to support the EU integration process and the strategic, 

externally-driven support which serves as the primary source of legitimacy for these regimes 

(BiEPAG, 2017). Accordingly, stabilitocracy enabled the West – in this case, the EU – to 

preserve its Europeanisation rhetoric of promoting European values such as democracy and 

free, fair, and transparent elections (Bieber, 2018; BiEPAG, 2017: Pavlovic, 2017).  

Further, the West can maintain the discourse of promoting the rule of law, an independent 

judiciary, human rights, and the fight against corruption and organised crime. On the other 

hand, stabilitocracy enables the local partner – in this case, the stabilitocrats – to establish a 

façade democracy to tick the EU requirements boxes (Zweers, 2019). The establishment of a 

façade of democracy serves as a cover for free but unfair elections, the diminished role of 

parliament, the criminalisation of the political arena, the ratification of laws aimed at 

eliminating political competition, undermining the political opposition, and using the resources 

of the country for the benefit of the leader, the political party in power, and their closest 

associates (Pavlovic 2017; Fruscione 2019). 

According to Pavlovic, one of the core features of stabilitocracy is the avowal of Western 

Balkans political elites to protect and promote Western/EU values during the accession process 

(Pavlovic, 2017). This dedication to protecting values and democratisation benefits both the 

domestic regimes - taking advantage of regional specificities, the potential for instability, and 

their geopolitical importance - claiming to preserve and sustain the West’s security, military, 

economic, and related interests in their respective countries. In return, the local political elites 
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or autocrats receive political support from their international strategic partners to rule their 

countries however they see fit (Bieber, 2018). Additionally, the pro-Western approach adopted 

by some of the Western Balkan countries – such as the recognition of Kosovo by North 

Macedonia and Montenegro, the support for sanctions against Russia by Montenegro, and the 

delicate balancing of support for the West and Russia by the Serbian government – have further 

contributed to tendencies within the West to turn a blind eye towards democratic stagnation 

and the shift towards authoritarianism (Bieber, et al., 2017). 

Western Balkans stabilitocracies develop and thrive in the margins of the EU integration 

process while establishing clientelist structures, increasing their control of the media, and 

eroding the rule of law. However, the key element in this transactional relationship is the ability 

of the local elites to claim to be uniquely able to provide pro-Western stability in the region 

(Bieber & Kmezic, 2017). Hence, stabilitocrats often provoke, manufacture, and induce crises 

to prove they are a force for regional stability. Usually, these crises are used to generate internal 

political crises leading to early elections. The threat of a potentially renewed ethnic conflict in 

the Western Balkans continues to linger. Targeting the EU’s eagerness to keep the region stable 

and to yield results from its good neighbourly relations approach, Western Balkan autocrats 

consistently stoke the flames of conflict in the region. In the case of Kosovo and Serbia, for 

instance, in 2017, a train painted in the colours of the Serbian flag and the slogan ‘Kosovo is 

Serbia’ in 21 languages set off from Belgrade to northern Kosovo with the intention of 

triggering conflicts (Delauney, 2017). The Brussels Dialogue has been seen as a critical process 

in maintaining regional stability. The EU has praised both Kosovar and Serbian political elites 

engaged in the process for their commitment to solving one of the region’s most prolonged 

standing disputes. However, the securitisation of the dialogue and the slow progress of 

normalisation of the relations between Kosovo and Serbia placed the EU under fire for ‘trading 

off’ genuine progress in the Dialogue against stability in the Western Balkans (Emini & Stakic, 

2018). 

According to Besnik Pula, the new generation of Balkan autocrats differs from those of the 

1990s. These new autocrats do operate through the use of a similar strategy – domestically 

(Pula, 2016), they rely on a tried and tested formula that makes their constituency entirely 

dependent on state-controlled job sources primarily by using public administration as a tool to 

create this dependency (Perry & Keil, 2018).On the other hand, the autocrats operate 

internationally by praising the West and not openly defying the EU in their foreign policy in 

contrast to their predecessors. However, there have been cases – especially in Serbia – in which 
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different narratives have been managed, especially after the refusal to comply with EU 

sanctions against Russia after the war in Ukraine. These new autocrats have mastered 

leveraging the region’s geopolitical complexity, mainly by exploiting the perceived urgency 

amongst the EU to contain the negative influence of Russia, China, and Turkey in the Western 

Balkans (Bieber & Tzifakis, 2019). This rise of geopolitics is intentionally fuelled and 

promoted by autocrats who have entered the EU integration process for strategic reasons and 

not due to a commitment to transform and reform their countries (BiEPAG, 2017). This EU 

approach towards the local autocrats led to a situation in which the EU ceased to hold the local 

autocrats accountable; as long as they delivered stability by closing borders and keeping the 

region peaceful, they were deemed trusted partners in the process. In this regard, the EU 

policymakers have been willing to disregard corruption and downplay the rise of autocratic 

rulers. Further, the EU supported and encouraged the emergence of authoritarian leaders until 

they exceeded the EU’s control (Bieber & Kmezic, 2017). 

According to Richter, the stability-orientated approach of the EU has gradually weakened its 

credibility; the inconsistent application of the EU conditionality due to conflicting objectives 

from the idea of the EU has weakened the credibility of the EU and has created circumstances 

in which the domestic actors fake compliance, undertake partial compliance or active non-

compliance with the EU’s conditions (Töglhofer and Wunsch, 2011; Richter, 2012). Thus, the 

EU integration process might lose its core constituency, undermining the image of the EU in 

the region as an external actor. The EU’s transformative leverage in the Western Balkans was 

much weaker than in Central and Eastern Europe before EU accession (Noutcheva, 2009). 

According to Bieber, not all Western Balkan countries exhibit the same patterns of 

stabilitocracy. A more individual, country-by-country approach shows that the extent of the 

autocratic rule varies, but the regional autocrats draw similar patterns. All six Western Balkans 

countries share a similar genesis of the problem, which is related to their incomplete 

transformation from communism to democracy, which in turn makes the already weak 

institutions more likely to be exposed to political pressure. Furthermore, the extreme 

polarisation between the government and the opposition and the high level of distrust among 

political elites followed by boycotts further contribute to the weakening of the institutions 

(WFD, 2019). 
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1.3.3. Stabilitocracy Leading to Competitive Authoritarian 
Regimes and State Capture 

The democratic transformation triggered many debates among scholars on different patterns 

and nuances of democracy. The grey zone ‘in-between’ following the transition has been 

labelled differently by scholars, starting from semi-authoritarian regimes defined by (Ottaway, 

2003) and competitive authoritarian systems defined by (Lewitsky & Way, 2010). As a result 

of the rise of a regional ‘stabilitocracy’ in the Western Balkans, weak democracies with 

autocratically minded leaders have been established in the region. These leaders govern 

through informal patronage networks and claim to provide pro-Western stability in the region 

(BiEPAG, 2017). 

Semi-authoritarian regimes represent a rather interesting category because they are defined by 

what they are not. These regimes are neither autocracies nor consolidated democracies but 

unwieldy and represent a mixture of elements of both (Gerschewski & Schmotz , 2011). Semi-

authoritarian regimes are characterised by democratic elements such as a constitution outlining 

a clear separation of powers, presidential and parliamentary elections, and citizens enjoying 

some degree of freedom (Olcott & Ottaway, 1999). These regimes ensure that the parliaments 

and judiciary are powerless. At the same time, they are formally committed to citizens’ 

empowerment and power sharing. By using the fear of instability, they succeed in diminishing 

pressure for democratisation (Ibid). Semi-authoritarian systems are very stable over time in 

terms of power allocation; in general, the citizens do not perceive overt government 

interference, and for those seeking democratisation, the situation is merely deemed to be the 

status quo or stagnation (Lyall, 2011). Similarly, Marina Ottaway (Ottaway, 2003) holds that a 

defining feature of ‘semi-authoritarian’ regimes is that ‘they are carefully constructed and 

maintained alternative systems.’ Further, such regimes need to be distinguished from other 

transitioning regimes which aim at installing democracy and those that fail in doing so.  

Similarly, terms such as competitive authoritarianism are used to describe political regimes 

deriving from ‘stabilitocracy’ in the Western Balkan region. For example, as (Lewitsky & 

Way, 2010) state: 

Civilian regimes in which formal democratic institutions exist are widely 
viewed as the primary means of gaining power but in which incumbents’ 
abuse of the state places them at a significant advantage vis-à-vis their 
opponents. Such regimes are competitive in that opposition parties use 
democratic institutions to contest seriously for power. Still, they are not 
democratic because the playing field is heavily skewed in favour of 
incumbents. 
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Stabilitocracy and state capture have a causal relationship. However, in the Western Balkans, 

it is unique as it involves internal and external factors; the EU is one of the key external actors 

profoundly linked to the internal functioning of the Western Balkan countries through the EU 

integration process. Bieber continues to define the pattern of authoritarianism in the Western 

Balkans: ‘The regimes in the Western Balkans are not consolidated democracies becoming 

hybrid regimes with authoritarian features, but a move toward more authoritarianism within 

the sizeable grey zone where most countries find themselves’ (Bieber, 2020a). Furthermore, 

Bieber identifies the eight key mechanisms of authoritarian regimes in the Western Balkans: it 

starts with the constant state of crisis (stabilitocracy cycle dominant in the Brussels Dialogue); 

the dynamics of stabilitocracy; the influence of illiberal external actors, mainly Russia and to 

some extent China; state capture and weak institutions; weak opposition and civil society; 

strong leaders tightening their authoritarian grip; nationalism and populism; and loyal media 

(ibid). 

Stabilitocracy in the Western Balkans failed to complete democratic transitioning but also 

created captured states. The term ‘state capture’ was first used by the World Bank (Hellman, et 

al., 2000) to describe the process by which groups and individuals came to exercise control 

over government decision-making in post-communist states. According to Wunsch and Richter, 

EU conditionality failed to counter state capture through the Copenhagen Criteria effectively. 

Still, it has involuntarily entrenched informal networks in the Western Balkans and enabled 

them to strengthen their grip on power. (Richter and Wunsch, 2020; Vachudova, 2002; 2018). 

By choosing stability over democracy in the region, the EU has undermined its credibility and 

values, facilitated the process of state capture, and helped Balkan autocratic leader tighten their 

grip (Perry and Soeren, 2018; Wunsch, et al., 2019). 

IN 2019, the European Commission Country Reports made a critical juncture by admitting to 

the presence of elements of state capture in all six Western Balkan countries (European 

Commission 2019). Competitive authoritarian regimes govern informally by controlling every 

segment, starting from state institutions, media, and civil society. Weak institutions are the main 

tool for authoritarian regimes to retain their power. Bieber listed the key elements defining state 

capture in the Western Balkans; the list is topped by manipulation of elections by the ruling 

elites, capturing the media and control of civil society, punishing political opponents or 

diminishing their role by decreasing their power, keeping the Euro-Atlantic narratives while 

decreasing the rule of law and weakening institutions internally (Bieber, 2015). Similarly, 

according to Richter and Wunsch, the solid top-down approach imposed through EU 
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conditionality in the Western Balkans countries has stifled domestic deliberation and gradually 

weakened institutions ensuring accountability, creating how the ruling political elites have 

silenced the opposition (Richter & Wunsch, 2020). On the other hand, the ‘progress’ in the EU 

integration process has generated remarkable support for the ruling elites; as a result, the 

Western Balkan countries are stuck in the ‘state capture trap.’ This situation leads to stagnation 

of the democratisation process and the inability to implement reforms.  

1.4. Conclusion 
The crisis of democracy is a game changer re-shaping the EU’s normative power. Elements and 

patterns of democratic backsliding, which are more pertinent in the case of the current EU 

member countries such as Hungary and Poland, have dominated the recent studies on 

democratic backsliding. Similarly, there is a growing understanding of the ineffectiveness of 

the democratic transformation process through EU conditionality – this is mainly due to the 

tendency of EU members to slide into so-called illiberal democracies or hybrid regimes. 

Similarly, many scholarly articles depict the patterns of semi-authoritarian regimes and 

elements of state capture.  

The democratic crisis triggered fears about the sustainability of the EU following the rapid 

expansion. The intra-EU crises have lowered the appetite for enlargement among EU member 

states. The decrease in the EU’s normative power and lack of interest in further expansion had 

a detrimental impact on the Western Balkans. The EU’s stability-democratisation dilemma has 

been further enhanced. The loss of leverage on the EU’s side decreased the chances of 

democratic transformation in the region. In such cases, the EU is likely to incline toward a 

status quo in which merely the absence of an active conflict is a success. This longing for 

stability has led to the emergence of the concept of ‘stabilitocracy,’ which, in its most 

straightforward way, is described as a trade-off between stability in exchange for reforms.  

There is a lack of significant extant literature on stabilitocracy with a specific focus on how the 

regimes deriving from the stability approach and the EU’s wounded credibility have shaped 

one of the most crucial international negotiation processes undertaken by the EU. Moreover, 

while the literature on stabilitocracy is dominated by extensive work on the impact of the 

stability approach in enlargement, minimal work has been done to analyse the stability 

approach in the EU foreign policy ambitions on conflict management.  

The literature clearly defines democratisation by conditionality, which is crucial for the case 

study, which combines enlargement and EU foreign policy ambitions in conflict management. 
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Democratisation by conditionality is an essential starting point for the literature review because 

it is the core of the EU’s leverage in the Western Balkans. Enlargement is a foreign policy tool 

that aims to complete the regional democratisation jigsaw and serves as a geopolitical and 

stability tool. This provides the EU with what is known in the literature as the transformational 

normative soft power that has contributed to the third wave of democratisation.  

Indeed, the stabilitocracy concept, as defined by Pavlovic and Bieber, has been developed in 

the context of the rule of law, the phenomenon of state capture in the Western Balkans, and the 

impact the external actors – in this case, the EU – play in facilitating and involuntarily 

supporting the establishment of authoritarian regimes. However, the concept of stabilitocracy, 

albeit widely used, remains ill-defined in the context of this approach’s impact on the good 

neighbourly relations component – more specifically, the Dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia 

under the guidance of the EU. Moreover, Pavlovic explains stabilitocracy as a foreign policy 

tool widely used by the US after the Second World War – mainly in Latin America and the 

Middle East – but it does not deconstruct it in relation to the EU’s role as the facilitator in the 

Brussels Dialogue between Kosovo – Serbia.  

Henceforth, as is elaborated in the next chapter, this thesis deconstructs the role of the EU as a 

transformative power and mediator. Furthermore, it analyses how the EU, from the positioning 

of prompting democracy from the expansion approach to enlargement, lost its leverage, 

gradually shrunk, and promoted resilience as a way to be able to adapt to new challenges. The 

next chapter analyses the EU’s normative power trajectory from expansion to stability. It paves 

the way for the analysis of the EU’s ambitions for a unified foreign policy. This serves as a 

solid basis for the case study, which looks directly into the impact of stabilitocracy on the EU’s 

ability to fulfil the ambition to lead in conflict management through democratisation and EU 

membership. 
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Chapter II: The EU: From a Normative and 
Transformative Power to a Resilient Actor 

 

2.1. Introduction  
This chapter deconstructs the endurance of the EU as a transformative power, focusing on its 

enlargement, democratisation, and stabilisation processes. As already emphasised in Chapter I, 

the EU exercised significant transformative power in Central and East Europe (CEE) between 

1989 and 2004 (Grabbe, 2006). In addition to the democratisation mission, the EU project also 

served as a catalyser in resolving bilateral disputes and facilitating reconciliation – between 

Germany and Poland, for instance – after the fall of Communism through the Europeanisation 

process (Opiłowska, 2017; Lang, et al., 2017). Thus, positioning the EU as the key actor 

exercising transformative power in shaping the CEE countries since the fall of communism 

and, in the process, making a significant contribution to the effectiveness of the Third Wave of 

Democracy (Börzel & Lebanidze, 2017). The expansion of the EU through the normative soft 

power, which also has been successfully utilised as a coercive bargaining power in the EU 

membership process, has widened the EU. Also, it has resulted in the EU being one of the most 

successful external influences promoting the third wave of democracy and thereby 

transforming its neighbourhood (Wunsch, 2015). This tailored approach channelled through 

the ‘Europeanisation’ process imposes the EU’s norms and methods, known as the 

conditionality approach, to the perspective of EU countries (Dimitrova et al., 2016; Tulmets, 

2007). 

As argued in the previous Chapter, though the enlargement process and conditionality approach 

can be considered a success story, those countries that joined the EU failed to understand that 

the vital transformation would not occur simply through ‘EU membership’ itself but rather the 

‘process’ of EU-led democratisation (Grimm, 2019). The fragility of the so-called ‘new 

democracies’ following the evolution of ‘democratic backsliding’ among new and aspiring EU 

member states indicates flaws in the enlargement methodology and a lack of political will and 

power by the EU member states to play the normative and transformative role (Petrova, 2011; 

Gora and Wilde, 2020). Furthermore, the premature accession of Romania and Bulgaria, the 

democratic relapse in the CEE, the financial crisis of 2008 (Zahn, 2013), the refugee crisis 

(Lehne, 2016), and the recent enlargement stalemate coupled with the debates over internal EU 
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reforms precipitated by Brexit (Balfour, 2020) have exhausted the EU’s political capital with 

intra-EU challenges, thus diminishing the role of the EU as a global actor. 

The transformative mission of the EU appears to have fallen short of its key objectives, with 

the almost ineffective incentive-based approach of conditionality and democratisation by 

integration and the EU’s lack of political power to produce the desired results in the Western 

Balkans. (Keil, 2013) Because of the failure to replicate the ‘success’ in the CEE – the 

enlargement trajectory has severely declined (Zhelyazkova, et al., 2018). The slow progress in 

the Western Balkans and the relapse of democracy in the CEE have impaired the role of the EU 

as a transformative and normative power. Furthermore, it challenged the role of the EU as a 

global player and questioned the ability of the EU to promote liberal values (Howorth, 2010). 

This chapter focuses on the evolution of the EU from the primary transformative power 

expanding and promoting democracy to an actor seeking resilience as it struggles to deal with 

the debate over the deepening and widening of the EU. The main focus is on the EU’s approach 

towards the enlargement process in the Western Balkans – an attempt to replicate the success 

in the CEE countries – and the role of the EU not only in the local democratisation process but 

also in the effort to build stability in a rather complex post-conflict region. The timeframe 

begins with the first summit formally launching the EU’s ambitions and willingness to expand 

in the Western Balkan region, the 2003 Thessaloniki Summit. It deconstructs the main events, 

such as the accession of Croatia – the only former Yugoslav country that has managed to 

become a member of the EU since 2003 – that were presented as confirming the credibility of 

the EU’s Stabilisation and Association Process (SAP) and giving the perception that EU 

membership can be achieved by following the enlargement template. Furthermore, the chapter 

analyses the EU’s approach toward enlargement in the Western Balkans, highlighting that the 

stability and security approach overshadowed the importance of initiating domestic reform, 

thereby seriously jeopardising democratisation. Finally, I critically analyse the attempts to 

create a new impetus in 2018 through the Western Balkans Enlargement Strategy (EC, 2018) 

and the changes made to the enlargement methodology aimed at keeping the region closer for 

geopolitical purposes; I argue that by prioritising the stability of the EU – through alleviating 

risks stemming from the region – the EU has largely failed to promote EU values and 

democracy.  
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2.2. The Road to the Thessaloniki Summit: Securitisation and 
Europeanisation of the Western Balkans 

More than a decade before the Thessaloniki Summit, the instability in the Western Balkans, 

especially the fragility of former Yugoslavia, was listed as the primary security concern for the 

EU. During the Inter-governmental Conference (IGC) in Maastricht in 1991 (EC, 1992), EU 

member states saw the looming crisis in the former Yugoslavia as a challenge and a unique 

opportunity to showcase its power internationally and ability to execute a unified foreign 

policy. The ambitions of the EU to play a role as a global actor were showcased by Douglas 

Hurd (UK Foreign Secretary 1989-1995) in his statement: ‘I want you to know that the EC is 

determined to build up the place and the role of the 12 in world affairs’ (Hurd, 1992). While 

this was a rather vague statement, it indicated the ambitions of the EU to play a significant role 

as a foreign policy actor globally and not to undertake a specific response to what was 

happening next door in the Balkans. This would be the first test of the EU's actorness in foreign 

policy and security and its ability to emerge as a global power after the Cold War.  

The former Yugoslavia held a relatively privileged position with the EU. First, it was 

strategically and geopolitically important, situated between the East (Warsaw Pact) and the 

West (NATO and EU). The neutrality of Yugoslavia during the Cold War was crucial for the 

West (Glaurdic 2011). Second, the existing economic and trade links enabled the former 

Yugoslavia to establish solid economic relations with the EU (Commission of the European 

Communities 1976). Before the crisis, the EU’s presence in the region was mainly manifested 

through funds and loans aimed at developing the region’s infrastructure (EC, 2003). Although 

the EU effectively provided economic resources, it failed to prevent the regional aggression 

and consecutive wars that raged for almost a decade. The inability of the EU to take a leading 

role in the region without the US’ direct involvement has been seen as a failure of the EU to 

set out clear expectations to act; as a result, it was quickly judged to have failed its very first 

task as a foreign policy actor (Dover, 2005). This was later credited with leading to the 

formulation of the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) in 2000.  

The EU foreign policy and security portfolio was further sharpened in the Lisbon Treaty in 

2009, which was a cornerstone in shaping the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP). 

It paved the way for establishing the European External Action Service (EEAS) under the 

authority of the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy/ 

Vice-President of the European Commission (HR/VP) (Union, 2007). This would become the 

leading institution representing the EU in the world (Rodt & Wolff , 2012). This development 
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is further deconstructed as it plays a crucial role in determining how the EU is seen globally 

and because of the leading role the EEAS would take in 2011 to solve the Kosovo – Serbia 

dispute. 

In the 1990s, while the EU struggled to find a way to prevent the Yugoslav wars, the U.S. took 

the leading role within NATO and led decisive military interventions in the region. It was 

anticipated that the US would reduce its role in the region after the intervention in Kosovo in 

1999 (Simon, 2007), thus leaving the EU to lead the reconstruction process. This would leave 

it to the EU to take the lead in the peacebuilding process alongside other international 

stakeholders and introduce the democratisation process, thereby offering transformation 

through enlargement. As Jacques Poos Field (Hamilton, 2008) stated, the EU got its famous' 

hour of Europe' moment as it was given a chance to set the region straight.  

The first indication of the EU’s enhanced role in the Western Balkans was seen in Macedonia 

and the role that the EU played in conflict resolution – facilitating the so-called ‘Ohrid 

Agreement’ – albeit in cooperation with the U.S. (Pearson, 2002) followed by the first-ever EU 

peacekeeping mission in the region, EUFOR Concordia (EEAS, 2015). Another vital 

agreement brokered by the EU in the region was the agreement between Serbia and 

Montenegro in 2003, known as the ‘Solana Agreement 2003’, which created a loose pseudo-

confederation (Keane, 2004). This arrangement, however, would not prevent the Montenegrin 

government from pursuing independence in 2006 (Deloy 2006), negotiated by Miroslav Lajčák 

on behalf of the EU (Roberts, 2002). Further, the EU’s assumption of leadership in the Althea 

police mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2003 confirmed the EU’s ambitions and ability 

to take up the challenge and lead the post-conflict transition of a region in Europe (Rodt, 2011). 

The belief in a united Europe, the emerging power of the EU, the influential role of the EU in 

transforming through enlargement, and the sporadic but solid success of the EU in the region 

paved the way for the EU to formalise the long-anticipated step of offering the prospect of 

membership to the Western Balkans region as a later stage in 2003 (Bendiek, 2004).  

The fate and trajectory of the region’s EU membership were closely linked to the security and 

stability of the EU. Therefore, the Balkan region has been viewed through a security lens, as 

was reflected in the 2003 European Security Strategy (ESS). The ESS was formulated and 

endorsed by Javier Solana, who served as the ninth NATO Secretary General (1995 to 1999), 

the EU High Representative for the Common Foreign and Security Policy, and Secretary 

General of the Council of the European Union (1999-2009) (Grevi, 2009). The Western 

Balkans were listed as pivotal to the EU’s foreign policy. Of all the regions of geographic and 
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strategic importance, the Western Balkans was considered a major priority for the EU as 

specifically outlined in the ESS (Quille, 2004). The document explicitly highlighted the 

absence of a rapid and effective decision-making culture within the EU in the case of the 

Western Balkans in the 1990s and vowed to create a strategic culture in the future to create 

rapid and robust decision-making in response to crises (Keane, 2010). Once again, the region 

would be the testing ground for the new and comprehensive security strategy set out in the 

ESS.  

Enhancing the military and police presence of the EU in the Western Balkans did not mean a 

complete departure from the EU’s traditional role and emphasis on soft power. Hence, the 

following section deconstructs the EU’s soft power approach towards the Western Balkans 

through enlargement. Specifically, it looks at how EU membership for the region was framed, 

in tandem with the Copenhagen Criteria, to facilitate and accelerate democratic reforms and 

promote good neighbourly relations, focusing on solving the remaining bilateral issues left over 

from the Yugoslav wars (Anastasakis, 2008; Hillion, 2016). 

2.2.1.The Thessaloniki Summit: Democratisation and 
Europeanisation of the Western Balkans  

It was assumed that the collapse of the Milosevic regime in the former Yugoslavia and 

Tudjman’s regime in Croatia marked a triumph for the pro-EU and progressive politicians, thus 

paving the way for the EU accession of the region (Subotic, 2011). With the EU accession 

emerging as the top foreign policy priority in all countries in the Western Balkans, the 2000 

Zagreb Summit reflected this wave of optimism. The Zagreb Summit ushered in a new era in 

EU ties with the region (Butkovic & Samardzija, 2014). This would later be fully materialised 

in the Thessaloniki Summit 2003, which framed and formalised the EU perspective towards 

the Balkans. 

Thessaloniki will send two important messages to the Western Balkans: 
The prospect of membership in the EU is accurate, and we will only regard 
the map of the Union as complete once you have joined us. We in the 
European Commission will do all we can to help you succeed. But 
membership must be earned. It will take the sheer hard work and applied 
political will of those in power in the region. How far you proceed along 
the road towards European Integration and how fast, will be up to you 
(Patten, 2002). 

 

The period from the Zagreb Summit (2000) to the Thessaloniki Summit (2003) marked a spike 

in the EU’s normative power. As the EU braced for its most significant single expansion in 
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2004, Europe’s political and economic map of the EU was expected to be redrawn (ESI, 2003). 

The geopolitical division set by the ‘Great Powers’ 60 years before at the Yalta Conference was 

expected to end with the membership of eight central and eastern European countries: Czech 

Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia, with Malta and 

Cyprus scheduled to join later. This expansion would heal the east/west division, thus making 

the EU a triumphant and powerful global actor (Sedelmeier, 2014). Albeit of similar 

geopolitical importance, the Eastern part of the Balkans – Bulgaria and Romania, both parts of 

the EU integration process since 1993 when they signed the Europe Agreements – did not join 

the bloc (Phinnemore, 2009). Perceived as laggards within the Eastern enlargement group, 

Bulgaria and Romania fell short in delivering on crucial reforms; economic and political 

instability in the mid-1990s had a detrimental impact on their readiness and institutional 

capacities to lead the integration process (Schimmelfennig & Winzen , 2017). Enlargement 

toward Romania and Bulgaria took place only in 2007 and is considered to have had a 

detrimental impact on the EU’s conditionality policy, its effects, and the ability of the EU to 

absorb countries prematurely. The effects of enlargement on Romania and Bulgaria will be 

elaborated on in the next section, as it marks a critical turning point in the EU’s normative 

power and willingness for expansion. 

While integration was happening in the eastern neighbourhood, the EU launched the so-called 

Regional Approach in the Western Balkans (Anastasakis & Dzelilovic, 2002). The Regional 

Approach included a set of conditions relating to the rule of law, respect for democratic 

principles, human rights, minority rights, economic reforms, and regional cooperation; this was 

a far-fetched goal and was already facing a multi-frontal crisis (Voskopoulos, 2001; EC, 1997). 

Standing on the cusp of what was not only a large wave of EU enlargement but also a victory 

for democracy, there was a growing fear that the Western Balkan region would be left in the 

margins of the new and integrated Europe. As the debate over the ‘big bang enlargement’ was 

ongoing, the EU formalised the EU perspective for the Western Balkans; it was the region’s 

most significant milestone in the EU integration process (Islam, 2003). The Thessaloniki 

Summit in 2003 marked the first formal attempt by the EU to embrace the Western Balkans 

and prioritised building a partnership between the EU and the Western Balkans (Meurs, 2003). 

A future within the EU was presented to the Western Balkan countries; Kosovo was included, 

albeit it was still under international tutelage.  

Though the EU’s policies and strategies for the region were set out in the Stabilization 

Association Process (SAP) in 1999 and amplified by the Zagreb Summit in 2000 and 



 62 

Thessaloniki Summit in 2003  (EC, 2000), there was immense hesitation amongst member 

states towards the accession of the Western Balkan region. This highlighted the differentiated 

approach of the EU toward the Western Balkans in comparison to the ten countries due to join 

in 2004. The Western Balkans was a post-conflict region, and the wars in the region had a 

detrimental impact on the economy, resulting in poorly functioning institutions and a large 

number of disputes over issues such as territory, ethnic minorities, and borders (Amato, 1999). 

As such, the decision to have an open-door policy towards the Western Balkans meant the EU 

shouldered significant responsibilities. The core question for the EU remains relevant: how to 

contribute to setting the region straight, facilitate stability and political transformation, and 

ensure socio-economic progress through one mechanism – the EU membership conditionality 

(Balfour & Stratulat, 2011). Thus, the EU approach to the region was designed to be launched 

using first the policy of construction, followed by multi-frontal development to shape the 

countries and make them fit for EU membership. In order to pursue such goals, conditionality 

– the EU’s most powerful instrument in its efforts to reform the potential candidate countries – 

remains essential as a source of leverage (Anastakis & Bechev, 2003). 

Given the complexities of the Western Balkans, the EU faced a difficult task in implementing 

the integration project; this was further complicated by it also having to deal with resistance 

from the EU member states with a lukewarm approach towards the region. As a result, there 

was an imminent risk that, instead of catching up with the other regions in the EU 

neighbourhood, the Western Balkans would stay caught up, rendering the goal of integration 

and the promise of stabilisation that comes with EU integration even more distant. Many 

scholars (Hoxhaj, 2020; Marovic et al., 2019; Kmezic, 2020; Strelkov, 2016; Dzihic et al., 

2018; Richter and Wusch, 2020; Bieber, 2018) have agreed that unless the EU and the countries 

in the region tackle these problems, the region risks slipping into a vicious cycle in which 

instability would constantly put the democratisation process in jeopardy and consequently the 

process of the EU integration.  

2.3. (Un)Sharpening the Toolbox: Introducing Enlargement 
Toward the Western Balkans  

The formalisation of the EU perspective for the region in the Thessaloniki Summit for the 

Western Balkans marked a significant shift from the region’s ad-hoc crisis management style 

to a more long-term and integrationist approach (EC, 2003). Being already present through 

various Common Foreign and Security Policy (CSDP) missions aiming to contribute to post-



 63 

conflict management in the region, the EU utilised its ‘soft power’ mechanisms to induce the 

Western Balkan countries to implement the necessary reforms. Thus, achieving full 

stabilisation of the region while strengthening economically and politically with the ultimate 

promise of EU integration. Accepting the limitations and ambiguities of its operation, the 

instrument of conditionality linked to full EU membership is considered an effective tool in 

strengthening domestic commitment to the democratisation process and the region’s 

transformation (Zuokui1, 2010). 

Each region required a tailored approach to deal with the most pressing issues impeding the 

EU integration process. In the case of the Western Balkans, the EU introduced a unique 

approach that tackled the two most significant challenges in the framework of the EU 

integration process: the democratisation process of the region and stabilisation through good 

neighbourly relations (Veljanoska, et al., 2014). The SAP took place in Thessaloniki in 2003. 

Still, it was initially launched in 1999, and it is an EU policy toward Western Balkans 

specifically established aiming to bring the region to the EU but also progressively stabilise 

and foster regional cooperation (European Commission 2003). From the region’s perspective 

and the EU’s multilateral approach, the SAP focused on regional cooperation in politics, 

economics, and security (Economides, 2008). All countries in the process of EU membership 

application have an Association Agreement (SAA) with the EU (Phinnemore, 2003). These 

agreements regulate the EU Acquis – all laws and regulations to be harmonised with the EU – 

other areas of cooperation in trade, industry, environment, transport, customs, and other 

relevant fields specified in the agreement (Kramer, 2004). In the case of the CEE countries, 

these agreements were called the Europe Agreements and included formal and structured 

cooperation between the EU and all CEE countries and governments (Bardi, et al., 2002). In 

the framework of this new incremental transformational strategy, the countries in the region 

were subject to a multi-dimensional framework fostering economic and political development 

alongside enhanced regional cooperation (Anastasakis, 2008). All these elements are 

underpinned by the prospect of full membership in the EU when the region fulfils the criteria 

set by the EU. The Stabilisation Association Process (SAP) embraced all countries of the 

former Yugoslavia and Albania. As one of the region’s most significant EU flagship initiatives, 

the SAP was designed to contribute to the post-conflict needs of the region (Elbasani, 2008). 

Thus, it emphasised the need for the EU to secure its south-eastern borders by explaining the 

security and stability approach of the EU towards the region. On the other hand, as explained 

earlier in the section, the SAP has also been designed to bring the region closer to the EU and 
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used by the EU to facilitate the region’s progressive rapprochement and integration into the EU 

(Gordon, 2009).   

EU integration and regional cooperation are intrinsically intertwined. Thus, the EU approach 

to the Western Balkans has employed the CEE approach to create cooperation models similar 

to the Visegrad Four9 (Pridham, 2008). Through the SAP, the EU aims to encourage countries 

of the region to strengthen their cooperation across a wide range of areas, including security 

cooperation, which represents one of the most complex areas of cooperation in a post-conflict 

region. A specific component of the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance (IPA) funds is 

dedicated to regional cooperation and cross-border programmes, fuelling the idea of regional 

cooperation in the region (Minic, 2013). The SAP has been designed to act as a mechanism for 

upgrading EU relations with individual countries. Moreover, the SAP contains 

multidimensional elements aiming to transform the region and finish the long overdue 

democratic transitions in all Western Balkan countries (Djurovic & Jacimovic, 2014). 

The SAA contains the same content as the European Agreements used in the previous 

enlargement processes. However, two differences are present: the sections on Justice and Home 

Affairs (JHA) - a component that has changed based on the lessons learned from previous 

enlargement processes - and the regional cooperation component, which is of vital importance 

in a post-conflict region such as the Western Balkans (Gordon, 2009). Given the region’s 

complexities, each signatory country would move forward in the EU integration process 

individually, thus preventing laggards from dragging back the entire region. The first country 

to sign the SAA was the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia in 2003,10 followed by 

Croatia; the cycle was completed thirteen years after the launch of this instrument when 

Kosovo signed the SAA in 2016. The SAA for the Western Balkans includes a thick JHA 

chapter designed to enforce the rule of law and strengthen judicial institutions (Trauner, 2007). 

Thus, the SAA is also built on the Copenhagen political criteria; once a country enters the EU 

integration process, it must adopt and implement all EU legislation. This is known as the Acquis 

Communautaire, which ensures that candidate countries adopt EU laws, regulations, court 

decisions of the EU. Moreover, the EU uses its screening mechanisms, such as annual progress 

reports to oversee the implementation of the reforms which move the country forward in the 

EU integration process. The country can move through various stages based on the degree to 

 
9 Visegrad Region refers to Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Hungary  
10 It officially changed its name to North Macedonia under the auspices of the Prespa Agreement 
signed in 2019 between the Republic of Macedonia and Greece.  
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which the requisite reforms have been carried out. This mechanism has been developed to 

enable the countries to move forward based on their merits and progress. Thus, allowing the 

EU to establish individual relations with each candidate country (Elbasani, 2008).  

In the process of redefining the approach toward the Western Balkans, the Community 

Assistance for Reconciliation, Development, and Stabilization (CARDS) was designed as the 

main instrument of financial assistance for the Western Balkans. However, this was replaced 

by the IPA in 2007. This programme has prioritized support for justice, freedom, and security 

issues. In addition, the new approach included the shift of responsibility for the countries of 

the region to the Directorate General (DG) for enlargement from the DG for External Relations.  

Overall, EU conditionality in the Western Balkans comprises the following elements: 

• The general Copenhagen criteria – political, economic, and Acquis Communautaire – applied 
to all candidate and potential candidate countries; 

• The 1997 Regional Approach and the 1999 SAP; 

• Country-tailored conditions to be met before entering the negotiation phase and conditions 
arising out of the SAAs and the CARDS framework; 

• Conditions related to individual projects and the granting of financial aid, grants, or loans; 

• Conditions arise from peace agreements and political deals (e.g., UN Security Council 
Resolution 1244 and the Dayton, Ohrid, and Belgrade agreements); 

• Miscellaneous: includes issues that come up during the negotiations and have not been formally 
covered by the EU in any negotiation chapters. In the case of the Western Balkans, this includes 
the open bilateral issues between the potential candidate country with another regional country 
or an EU member state (Anastakis & Bechev, 2003). 

At the Thessaloniki Summit, the EU confirmed its ambitious project for integrating the Western 

Balkans by formally declaring that ‘the future of Western Balkans is within the European 

Union’ (Belloni & Brunazzo, 2017). Thessaloniki occurred at a time of EU euro-enthusiasm 

and expansion; the latter confirmed the EU’s status as a transformative and normative power, 

which sparked the ambition for enlargement in the Western Balkans (Denti, 2014). 

Almost two decades after Thessaloniki, the situation is less encouraging. Only one country 

from the region has made it to the EU; Croatia became a member in 2013. The enlargement 

process has proceeded in the last decades and has yet to have significant results. The factors 

behind the slow pace of integration are multi-dimensional, deriving from challenges and 

limitations in the EU and the Western Balkans countries (Kühne, 2014). The following section 

focuses on EU conditionality in the Western Balkans, aiming to deconstruct the reform 

approach and the desired interlink with stability – the latter being highly prioritised by the EU, 

fearing a potential return of the legacy of wars in the region. 
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2.3.1.EU Conditionality vis-à-vis Statehood Limitations and 
Instability in the Western Balkans  

Political conditionality is one of the most powerful instruments through which the EU has 

sought to foster democratic transformation. However, this partnership came with conditions; 

the EU adopted an incentive approach that set precise requirements to be met to make the 

collaboration effective (EC, 2003). Widely known as ‘the carrot and stick approach,’ the 

conditionality approach provided the EU with unique, controlling mechanisms through which 

it could impose the consolidation of democracy on a country before it was awarded a promised 

advantage (Ethier, 2003). The country wishing to join the EU could also be sanctioned if it 

failed to comply with the requirements set by the EU. The need to meet the political criteria 

was firmly specified as the core of EU conditionality in the so-called Copenhagen criteria. 

Moreover, the EU has explicitly specified that particular aspects of political conditionality are 

non-negotiable, including a pluralist democracy, strengthening the rule of law, separation of 

powers, freedom of speech, independent civil society and media, and respect for human and 

minority rights (Zhelyazkova, et al., 2018). The criteria continued to be specified and detailed 

as each country required a tailor-made approach. For instance, the fight against organised crime 

and corruption in the Western Balkans became part of the core political conditionality agenda. 

Political conditionality gained even more importance in 2000 due to tackling the more 

demanding and challenging transformation required in the post-conflict countries in the 

Western Balkans (Ibid). 

EU political conditionality11 is effective only when applied through the ‘carrots and sticks’ 

approach and strictly linked to a real and credible process of accession into the EU. Yet, in the 

case of the Western Balkans, this support has not been offered with the same political 

enthusiasm as previously provided to the CEE countries (Kramer, 2004). For instance, the strict 

application of the EU carrots and sticks approach has only been conclusively implemented in 

 
11 The political conditionality – broadly defined as acquis politique – includes commonly accepted political 
standards. Namely, what a candidate country agrees to adopt when entering the EU integration process, 
including political standards, norms, and practices. The acquis communautaire, on the other hand, is closely 
intertwined with political conditionality. (James Ker-Lindsay, et al., 2017) It essentially promotes the legal 
framework, body of laws, agreements, declarations, and resolutions. It takes place under strictly structured 
negotiations on distinct chapters (35 in the case of the Western Balkans following the lesson learned with 
Romania, Bulgaria, and Croatia), and voluminous legal texts of more than 80,000 pages. This process provides 
the EU with all mechanisms to undergo regular screening to assess the level of preparedness of the countries 
aspiring to EU membership and whether the country has met the criteria spelt out in the Copenhagen criteria 
(Kmezic, 2020). 
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the case of Croatia’s accession to the EU; the EU has generally been less effective in applying 

the political criteria, and thus it has failed to reproduce the success of Croatia with other 

countries in the region. There has been a slight increase in governance effectiveness under the 

structured influence of the EU. However, the level of democratic transformation in the region 

is stagnating at best and, in some cases, even backsliding (Kmezić & Bieber, 2017). 

Though strictly structured in chapters, the EU political conditionality oscillates between the 

non-negotiable principles that require adoption and implementation and a more adaptive 

approach toward political conditionality based on the local environment and the security 

situation. The latter would be detrimental to the EU’s policy towards the region by blinding the 

EU to the necessity of adopting stringent political conditionality to keep the region stable 

(Kmezic & Bieber, 2018). Although, on paper, the EU advocated for rigorous conditionality, 

claiming that the region should be politically, economically, and technically ready before 

joining the EU. A statement from the 2005 European Commission, for instance, firmly states 

the merit-based process of integration in which all Western Balkan countries will be rewarded 

when successfully delivering on reforms and sanctioned when failing to do so:   

The EU must remain rigorous in demanding fulfilment of its criteria but 
fair in duly rewarding progress. Aspirant countries can only proceed from 
one stage of the process to the next once they have met the conditions for 
that stage. Moreover, the Commission is prepared to recommend the 
suspension of progress in case of a serious and persistent breach of the 
EU’s fundamental principles or if a country fails to meet essential 
requirements at any stage (EC, 2005). 

Regarding reforms and conditionality, the EU applied the same toolbox as the ones in previous 

enlargements. The prolonged enlargement process towards the Western Balkans shows that the 

toolbox might not as well be flawed, but it might not fit the situation in the region. While the 

transformation trajectory of the CEE has been more steady and the democratisation through 

Europeanisation took place at a faster pace, the Western Balkans remain ‘borderline cases of 

transition (Elbasani 2011). The situation in the Balkans after the 1990s limited the EU’s ability 

to recreate the CEE countries’ success. It is a strategic flaw from the EU’s side not to be able 

to sharpen the toolbox and tailor it to the post-war situation in the Western Balkans, with 

countries lacking institutional capacities to undergo costly and ambitious reforms needed for 

EU membership.  

Three factors severely impact the effectiveness of the EU’s normative power in the region: 

Firstly, the key obstacle seriously limiting the EU’s conditionality and normative power is the 

domestic veto players and the lack of political will of the Western Balkan countries to commit 
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to reforms. In the CEE but also the case of Croatia, according to Börzel, the domestic actors 

showed immense political support for reforms. In the case of CEE, the domestic consensus 

among political elites in their ‘return to Europe’ narrative diminished all potential internal veto 

players and anti-EU movements. Moreover, the Copenhagen Criteria was perceived and treated 

as a continuation of what already these countries had started in the ‘Velvet Revolution’ in 1989. 

Hence, the enlargement toolkit worked effectively due to the solid internal support. In this case, 

the EU only provided the financial, political, and technical assistance to shepherd the countries 

through the reform process and achieve the EU membership at a faster pace. In the case of the 

Western Balkans, the EU’s main challenge was to exercise its normative soft power while 

dealing with countries that do not necessarily share the same enthusiasm and willingness for 

deep reforms to fit into the EU. The public support but also the political elites in the Western 

Balkans do not fully support and comply with EU norms and values (Interview 11, 2023). For 

instance, in a region daunted by the past, the issues of minorities in the Copenhagen Criteria 

clash with the nationalist beliefs. The EU membership has been conditioned in the beginning 

with the extradition of war to the ICTY (Mendelski 2012; Boduszynski 2012; Stojanovic 2012). 

However, the EU’s reforms and conditionality does not resonate with the strong legacies of the 

past, which severely diminish the legitimacy and the normative power of the EU (Elbasani 

2012). However, in this case, it is important to make a difference between the public opinions 

and the political elites in the Western Balkan countries. According to the Balkans in Europe 

Policy Advisory Group (BiEPAG) study, the Western Balkan countries – apart from Serbia, 

which remains more sceptical – the public opinion in the Western Balkans remains pro-EU 

membership (Stratulat et al. 2020).  

Secondly, the EU conditionality has met the institutional and statehood limitations of the 

countries in the Western Balkans. Undergoing serious and demanding EU reforms requires a 

very sustainable and robust system. Western Balkan countries lack the capacity to undergo 

multi-sectoral reforms despite the EU assistance in implementing the reforms. While most of 

the Western Balkan countries have progressed somewhat in implementing the reforms (EC) 

2022), the actual progress and sustainable democratic resilience were very difficult to establish. 

For instance, in the case of the Western Balkans, Kosovo, in addition to needing assistance to 

implement the reforms, it also required direct EU involvement in the state-building process. 

On the other hand, there is the case of Serbia, considered one of the most consolidated systems 

in the Western Balkans, having the administrative and institutional capacity to deliver, thus 

increasing the odds for more accessible and smoother implementation of the EU reforms. 
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However, in the case of Serbia, the link with the ICTY – the extradition of the war criminals – 

the minority issues, and the case of Kosovo have diverted the EU capital from installing a 

strong democratic regime in Serbia despite the already promising institutional infrastructure 

(Stojanovic 2012).  

Thirdly, the Western Balkans is a more challenging region for the EU, mainly due to the 

transition in the case of former Yugoslavia through war and redrafting of the borders produced 

a fear of instability in the region with detrimental consequences for the EU. This called for the 

EU to exercise the role of conflict management in addition to democratisation. The disputes 

legacy of the Yugoslav wars has seriously limited the EU’s ability to focus on democratic 

reforms. The latter is even considered to be the main factor driving the EU stability approach 

in the Western Balkans. In the case of the Western Balkans, numerous factors contributed to 

enhancing the stability approach. The EU was entangled in the political developments after 

Kosovo’s independence, which took place after the Thessaloniki Summit and required a new 

approach towards not only the act of independence but also the reaction of Serbia. The EU 

stability approach has been even more emphasised in the case of the Brussels Dialogue. As is 

further elaborated in the next chapter, the dialogue facilitated by the EU linked the political 

criteria of EU integration with the stability and normalisation between Kosovo and Serbia 

(International Crsis Group, 2021). This situation and the lack of readiness from the EU side to 

deal with such complex political issues created the perfect circumstances for the old ruling 

elites to disrupt the democratic transformation trajectory, return to public life and establish 

authoritarian regimes. All these challenges did not allow the EU to use the incentives and 

procedures created for the CEE countries, which effectively reached the goal of 

democratisation (Denti, 2014). 

All these obstacles to designing an approach that would fit the Western Balkans situation and 

the lack of ability to sharpen the enlargement toolbox to get effective results in democratisation 

and EU membership of the region have been followed by a series of crises which impacted the 

EU’s willingness to expand. Furthermore, it decreased its ability to exercise its normative 

power. This is further elaborated in more detail in the next section.  

2.3.2.EU Conditionality Vis-à-vis External Illiberal Actors   
Quite often, the EU has faced severe limitations in relation to implementing political 

conditionality when faced with these challenges. It has shown a willingness to undermine its 

non-negotiable criteria in the interest of security and stability, to keep the region in the EU 
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integration process, create a pro-European critical mass, and remain a relevant external actor 

in the region and challenge Russian, Turkish, and lately Chinese influence (Reljic, 2014; Bieber 

and Tzifakis 2019). This has affected its effectiveness and the consistency of its assessment 

and undermined its role as a transformative power in the region. It has led to asymmetric 

approaches and competitive feelings among different countries in the region – creating the 

perception that the more a country has the potential to generate instability, the further it 

advances in the EU integration path (Nechev, 2020). The EU's ‘stability over reforms’ approach 

is evident in the occasional relaxation of political conditionality in the interests of security in 

the Western Balkan region and Europe in general. For instance, security was the main catalyst 

for advancing European integration for some candidate countries. Geopolitical reasons – 

mainly a response to Russia’s influence and propelled by the circumstances created in the 

aftermath of the Kosovo war – pushed the EU to initiate the Helsinki invitation in 1999 to start 

accession talks with Bulgaria and Romania. Unfortunately, both countries were not ready, and 

their path toward EU membership was halted due to a deep internal political and economic 

crisis (Noutcheva & Bechev, 2008). 

The increase of regional stabilitocracy – a concept deconstructed in the previous chapter – has 

led to the establishment of weak democracies or democracies on paper, enabling the ‘strong 

man’ of the Western Balkans to tighter their authoritarian grip. Thus, the EU’s approach has 

(un)intentionally supported political systems, which are governed through informal networks 

and clientelism, that are pro-EU on paper and claim to be agents of stability (Richter, 2012). 

The stability approach or stabilitocracy wasn’t triggered solely by the events in the Western 

Balkans. For instance, a chain of events related to the enlargement of the EU has had a 

detrimental impact on the future enlargement process and further divided the EU on the issues 

of ‘deepening’ and ‘widening’ External crises and challenges within the Union have reshaped 

the EU in the Western Balkans, generated enlargement fatigue, and re-structured EU integration 

methodology to keep the region tied to the process through the status quo, which keeps the 

enlargement on hold (Patel, 2019). 

2.4. Rethinking Enlargement: From Transformational Power to 
Agent of Resilience 

The narrative of enlargement as an effective foreign policy tool with significant importance for 

the democratic transformation of the aspiring countries started by the end of the 1990s. This 

approach was heralded as successful long before the fifth round of expansion took place, 
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bringing in post-communist countries through a rigorous transformation process (Toshkov, 

2017). However, each enlargement triggered two streams of debate. Firstly, the need for the 

EU to adapt to significant expansion of the EU borders and the necessity to adjust and reform 

internally – the deepening component (Kelemen, et al., 2014). Secondly, the challenges of 

bringing so-called ‘new democracies’ greatly impacted how the enlargement narrative 

developed (Ahrens et al., 2005; Patel, 2019). The latter has changed the rules of the game for 

future enlargements. Enlargement scepticism continued growing, even among members and 

stakeholders who have traditionally advocated for enlargement (Kelemen, et al., 2018). As a 

result, the discourse on enlargement became more lukewarm, pointing out the challenges 

brought by enlargement instead of heralding it as a significant triumph of the EU. The ‘big 

bang’ redefined the enlargement process – which was detrimental for the enlargement process 

toward Western Balkans – and challenged the internal functioning of the EU (Bürkner, 2020). 

Moreover, a series of events of a broader scale has showcased the lack of preparedness and the 

limited capacities of the EU to react – this was reflected during the economic crisis 2008. The 

following section elaborates on some key events which have had a detrimental impact on the 

EU’s normative power, hence the decreased appetite for enlargement. This is important as it 

creates the circumstances in which the EU embraces and promotes the stability approach in the 

absence of the “golden carrot” of enlargement. Under this arrangement, the Western Balkans 

would not be good enough to join the EU, but it would rather be a status quo which would 

contain some level of stability in the region. Thus, the situation will unlikely relapse into violent 

conflicts like the 1990s.   

2.4.1.The Bulgaria and Romania Effect on Enlargement 
The EU has expanded in six12 rounds. The fifth round included the much-discussed enlargement 

of Bulgaria and Romania – the so-called ‘coda’ enlargement in 2007. Many concerns have been 

raised about both countries’ accession; the integration of Bulgaria and Romania at a premature 

stage of democratisation is considered a politically and geopolitically driven process in 

response to Russia’s influence in both countries (Surubaru & Nitoiu, 2020). The debate 

revolved around the effectiveness of the EU’s political conditionality; a mechanism widely 

considered successful in democratisation. Regarding political conditionality concerns, before 

 
12 1st round 1973: Denmark, the Republic of Ireland and the UK; 2nd round 1981: Greece; 3rd round 
1986: Portugal and Spain; 4th round 1995: Austria, Finland and Sweden; 5th round, 1st part, 2004: 
Czech Republic, Cyprus, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia; 
5th round, 2nd part, 2004: Bulgaria and Romania, and 6th round 2013: Croatia.  
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and in the run-up to accession, both Bulgaria and Romania were subject to strict criteria – at 

least on paper. As a result, a series of changes have been adopted to consolidate a sustainable 

democratic system. These changes included reforms in human rights, the rule of law, and 

elements required to ensure a free market economy.  

The stability over conditionality approach was evident in the case of Romania and Bulgaria. 

Due to the geopolitical rivalry with Russia, the EU has applied the stability approach. The 

trajectory of EU membership for Bulgaria and Romania reflects the contested nature of the EU 

political conditionality and the EU’s inability to implement the criteria and reforms needed for 

EU membership (Dimitrova, 2010). The accession of Bulgaria and Romania has led to 

questioning the effectiveness of Europeanization through conditionality and the EU’s ability to 

democratise candidate countries (Noutcheva and Bechev, 2008). After Bulgaria and Romania’s 

case, the EU added further detail to the rule of law requirements by establishing Chapters 23 

and 24 dealing with the rule of law, justice, and home affairs (Papadimitriou and Gateva, 2008). 

This mainly occurred after concerns were raised over the lack of rule of law, high levels of 

corruption, and organised crime in these two countries (Dimitrov & Plachkova, 2020). The 

EU’s experience with Bulgaria and Romania impacted how the EU countries after that 

perceived enlargement towards the Western Balkans, with some fearing that it would further 

undermine the integrity of the EU (Bugajski, 2010). 

2.4.2.The Crisis of Democracy within the EU: The Relapse of the 
CEE 

Indeed, the premature enlargement toward Bulgaria and Romania raised doubts about the 

application of EU conditionality, however the CEE’s democratic relapse raised new questions 

about the viability of democracy in the event of enlargement and the achievement of 

transformation. As the EU was facing a multi-frontal crisis, the enlargement incorporating the 

CEE countries in 2004 – previously heralded as a success – was showing its first signs of what 

in literature is known as democratic backsliding or illiberal democracies (Biermann, 2002). As 

argued in the previous chapter, the EU is witnessing a significant decline in democracy and a 

deterioration in the rule of law in several EU member countries known as the ‘new 

democracies’ (Kratochvíl and Sychra, 2015). The EU values and its founding principles are at 

risk, as the EU is no longer a union uniting like-minded democratic countries. Following the 

concerning levels of democratic backsliding in Poland, the EU invoked Article 7 of the Treaty 

on the European Union in 2017. Likewise, Hungary was listed as a hybrid regime and no longer 

a democracy in the Freedom House 2020 report (Mos, 2020). 
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There are two reasons behind the inability of the EU to prevent or react more vocally toward 

democratic backsliding in Hungary and Poland (Fleming, et al., 2020). First, the failure to 

trigger Article 7 as the major decision-making in this regard stems from the fact that the EU 

Council member states needed more time to react to this worrying trend. Second, while member 

states recognise the risks posed by democratic backsliding, especially the rule of law, their fear 

of external threats has led them to tolerate this behaviour (Nanopoulos & Vergis, 2019). Fearing 

more internal divisions and a potential east and west divide within the EU, the EU has thus 

inadvertently created an environment conducive to the ‘new authoritarianism’ to thrive. This 

trend has been cited by sceptics claiming that the EU’s enlargement toward Eastern Europe has 

been a strategic mistake (Balfour & Stratulat, 2015). The inability to prevent further democratic 

backsliding has had a detrimental impact on the image of the EU as a transformative power 

(Sata & Karolewsk, 2020). 

2.4.3.The Impact of the Euro Crisis on Enlargement 
The economic crisis which hit the Eurozone in 2008 called into question the very survival of 

the EU. In its efforts to save the single currency, the EU risked jeopardising what was widely 

seen as the most successful collective governance system (Moravcsik, 2012). The economic 

crisis took place after the transformation brought through the successful Eastern transformation 

with the ‘big bang’ in 2004 and ‘coda’ in 2007, increasing the number of EU countries to 27. 

However, the newcomers were not an issue of concern when it came to the unprecedented 

economic crisis which devastated the economies of Greece, Portugal, the Republic of Ireland, 

Spain, and Italy (Zahn, 2013). The German intervention to recover Greece through the 

infamous ‘bailout’ has increased the hostility amongst the more developed EU countries toward 

admitting unstable democracies and weak economies into the EU. While minimal mechanisms 

exist to sanction the member states, the aspiring countries – in this case, Western Balkan 

countries – have been affected by the growing aversion toward countries deemed a potential 

political and economic burden for the EU (Bieber & Kmezic, 2016). 

The economic crisis paralysed the process of enlargement. Firstly, the EU was previously 

widely seen as an attractive financial giant. Thus, the impact of the crisis stripped away one of 

the core incentives deemed worth the ‘sacrifice’ of transformation. With the end goal losing 

much of its lustre, the willingness of the candidate countries to deliver on the requisite reforms 

decreased. For instance, the accession of Croatia in 2013 was met with muted celebrations by 

the citizens as the EU was undergoing many challenges internally, mainly driven by the 

financial crisis (Interview 7, 2022). Secondly, enlargement fatigue went from a merely sporadic 
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discursive presence to a determinative part of enlargement politics at the EU level. However, 

the negative discourse toward enlargement was invoked more within the member states and 

less at the EU level and included a desire to halt or slow down the enlargement process 

(Panagiotou, 2012). 

2.4.4. The Effects of Brexit 
Many believed it was very unlikely that the Brexit referendum would result in the UK leaving 

the EU (Oliver, 2016). While the public debate within the UK was focused on the political 

implications for the UK after leaving the EU, Brexit also had an immense impact on the 

international functioning of the EU and weakened its global role (Bulmer & Quaglia, 2018). 

The foreign policy and security of the EU have been impacted the most, given that the UK and 

France have played a leading role in both fields (Whitman, 2016). Additionally, if the UK 

performs well outside the EU, it might trigger the same movements in other EU member states. 

Lastly, given the leading role previously played by the UK in pushing the EU’s enlargement in 

the Western Balkans, Brexit has meant the region has lost a vocal advocate (Bieber, 2019: 

Belloni and Brunazzo, 2017). 

2.4.5.The Future of the EU Vis-à-vis Enlargement  
For decades, the EU has tried to widen and deepen in parallel. Quite often, these two groups – 

the deepening favouring focus on internal reforms of the EU and the widening of the EU 

favouring the enlargement of the EU - have navigated around each other, creating the 

perception of rivalry (Bonvicini and Comelli, 2013; Klaus Patel, 2019). There are debates 

among scholars who reject the idea of the trade-off between widening and deepening. Instead, 

they see both going hand in hand. Thus, these two processes are somewhat interlinked and 

complement one another (Ulgen 2012). Each widening wave – a more horizontal process of 

the EU enlarging toward new countries/regions – called for adaption to create the absorbing 

capacities within the EU to be fully functional under newly created circumstances (Kelemen, 

Slapin, and Menon 2014). However, this section will not delve into theories and academic 

debates on deepening and widening but will look at how this impacted the enlargement appetite 

among the EU countries.  

One of the biggest disappointments in deepening the EU was the French and Dutch referendum 

rejecting the ‘European Constitution’ in 2004 (Broughton 2004). This event was sobering not 

only because it provided a more negative vision for the future of the EU but also because it 

sent worrying signals about enlargement, albeit it was not an issue in the referendums. Almost 
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two decades later, during which mainly cosmetic changes took place, the Conference on the 

Future of Europe (CofoE) was launched very ambitiously, aiming to bring a new vision for the 

EU and Europe (Wolff et al. 2022; Fabbrini 2020). This process brought no significant changes, 

apart from a French-led initiative, the European Political Community (EPC), which still in 

2023 remains a half-baked idea building on the French idea to divide the EU in the core and 

periphery (Scazzieri, 2023). This is very important for the Western Balkans for two reasons: 

first, the French insist on depending before widening – thus keeping the region in the waiting 

room for an unforeseeable amount of time; secondly, the EPC constitutes an idea which can 

park the Western Balkans region in the periphery, thus placing the region in the latter which 

can potentially put enlargement in the backseat (Wolff et al. 2022; Mucznik, 2022; Ganzle, 

2022; Marciaq, 2022).  

2.5. From Expansion to Resilience: The Impact of Diminishing 
Normative Post on Western Balkans  

The EU faced a multi-frontal crisis, so it prepared to respond to the new circumstances. In 

2016, the EU published the EU Global Strategy (EUGS), which aimed to set the tone on 

numerous issues of interest for the EU, focusing on foreign policy and security. The starting 

premise of the document is crisis, uncertainty, and complexity (Barbé and Morillas, 2019; 

Zandee, 2016). In contrast to the ESS adopted in 2003 by Solana, in which the document began 

with the phrase ‘Europe has never been so prosperous, so secure nor so free’, in 2016, the 

EUGS started with the following: ‘We live in times of existential crisis, within and beyond the 

European Union. Our Union is under threat. Our European project, which has brought 

unprecedented peace, prosperity, and democracy, is being questioned (EUGS, 2016). 

The increasing threats and uncertainty turned an EU with expansive ambitions into an actor 

seeking to maintain its existence; thus, resilience became the buzzword. The EU called for 

multilateral efforts to increase its ability to respond to multi-dimensional crises. The Western 

Balkan region was afforded a special place in the EUGS, proving that the EU views the region 

from a security and stability point of view (Frontini, 2016). The EU called for resilience in the 

Western Balkans and sought to establish cooperation in the security field to improve its capacity 

to respond to internal and external threats. In the EUGS, resilience represents the ability to 

prevent, respond and recover from crises and potential shocks (Bendiek, 2016). Resilience 

means adapting, transforming, and reforming (Techau, 2016). Thus, though once a 

transformative power reshaping regions through membership conditionality, the EU has 
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become willing to adapt to survive both the internal challenges – namely the rise of 

authoritarianism and populism within the EU (Smith, 2017) –  as well as external threats, 

especially the increased influence and presence of Russia and China in some EU countries as 

well as in the Western Balkan region. More than a decade after Thessaloniki, this altered, more 

cautious approach would reshape the EU’s enlargement agenda toward the Western Balkans 

(Ferreira, 2020). 

The enlargement fatigue towards the Western Balkans was explicitly confirmed in 2014 by 

European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker, who stated that there would be no 

enlargement until 2019 during his mandate while he downgraded the enlargement portfolio in 

the new Commission (Zweers, 2019). Although he stated the obvious – it was clear that no 

country in the Western Balkans would be ready to join the EU by 2019 – the region’s reaction 

has been somewhat concerning (Mtchedlishvili, 2018). Fearing a backlash from the Western 

Balkan countries – caused by the fact that they would lack the willingness to deliver on the 

requisite reforms once made aware that enlargement was not on the horizon – the EU launched 

multiple high-level mechanisms to keep the enlargement agenda alive (James Ker-Lindsay, et 

al., 2017). 

Trying to maintain a presence in the Western Balkan, in 2016, returned to its root policy – 

regional cooperation. The Berlin Process was launched at the German Chancellor Angela 

Merkel’s initiative and focused on enhancing regional cooperation between countries and 

gradually included member states sharing keen interests in the region (Marciacq, 2017; Emini, 

2017). When the Berlin Process concluded its second phase, it resulted in regional-level 

initiatives, which mildly contributed to enhancing regional cooperation. However, the Berlin 

Process was not intended to serve as a substitute for the already existing EU enlargement 

agenda in the Western Balkans. It did not provide an impetus to the enlargement process in the 

region (Griessler, 2020). Instead, its primary focus is promoting regional cooperation and 

establishing a common regional market (Djolai 2022). 

As Juncker was concluding his mandate as the President of the European Commission in 2018, 

the EU launched: ‘The Enlargement Strategy toward Western Balkans’ in February 2018, which 

was heralded as the ‘new Thessaloniki’ (Stanicek, 2020). The Strategy bound the enlargement 

process in the Western Balkans to a specific timeframe. According to the Strategy, the two 

frontrunners – Montenegro and Serbia – would be part of the EU by 2025, followed by North 

Macedonia and Albania, which were foreseen to have significantly advanced in the EU 

integration process. In contrast, the future looked grim for the so-called laggards in Kosovo 



 77 

and Bosnia and Herzegovina (EC, 2018). As the outlier, Kosovo was seen only in the Kosovo 

– Serbia Dialogue framework and the SAA.  

In contrast, its advancement in the EU integration process would only occur when the 

circumstances allow. The latter depended on the decision of the five non-recognizers (Spain, 

Romania, Slovakia, Cyprus, and Greece), potentially unlocking Kosovo’s right to formally 

apply for EU membership formally (Noutcheva, 2020). The Strategy, albeit aiming to end the 

enlargement fatigue, is a document published by the EU Commission but did not get the 

endorsement of the EU Council – the main decision-making body in which member countries 

make significant decisions on the future of the EU, specifically on enlargement (Fouéré, 2019). 

Another critical element in the document was the timetable; while having a set year of 

accession made enlargement seem natural for the Western Balkans, this created expectations 

that the EU might not be able to fulfil. Moreover, assuring that Serbia and Montenegro would 

be part of the EU by 2025 has potentially meant that the level of political will to deliver on the 

requisite reforms will decrease as the enlargement process could be taken for granted by the 

frontrunners (Grieveson, et al., 2018). 

Facing a severe stagnation in the enlargement process – the rise of authoritarianism in the 

region, the increased presence of other external actors such as Russia and China. Furthermore, 

with the increased tensions among Western Balkan countries (Kosovo - Serbia) and between 

regional countries and the EU (North Macedonia with Greece and Bulgaria), France initiated 

re-shaping the enlargement methodology. The French have proposed re-structuring the 

enlargement process – structured into 35 chapters – into seven phases (Prelec and Delevic, 

2019). The first phase would be focused on one of the most pressing issues, the rule of law. 

Each phase would require the involvement and approval of the EU member states. The 

methodology change halfway through the enlargement process has been widely criticised for 

intentionally creating possibilities for EU member states to block an aspiring country (Tilev, 

2015). This fear is, of course, triggered by the three-decade-long blockage of North Macedonia 

by Greece over the name dispute and recently Bulgaria’s veto towards North Macedonia due 

to a dispute over the Macedonian language. The change in methodology has been considered 

ineffective as the EU constantly undermines the political criteria as it prioritises stability 

(Interview 9, 2022).  

Furthermore, it does not address EU member states' lack of political will for enlargement. 

While facing stagnation and evident difficulty in applying the new enlargement methodology, 

the idea of staged accession loomed on the horizon, gradually providing another approach to 
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enlargement by sector. Thus, the EU approach toward the Western Balkans is being sharpened 

to provide a way out for the stagnate enlargement toward the region (Bieber et al. 2019).  

Lastly, the war in Ukraine, which resulted in the securitisation of the Western Balkans, as well 

as the decision of the UE to grant the candidate status to Moldova and Ukraine, has created a 

new window of opportunity for the Western Balkans. While it has emphasised the longing for 

stability, the EU has provided some tangible carrots in the Western Balkans. The candidate 

status for Bosnia and Herzegovina (Preussen, 2022), the accession negotiation for North 

Macedonia and Albania (Casert, 2022), and the visa liberalisation for Kosovo (European 

Council, 2023) – albeit not an EU integration process has sent positive signals for enlargement. 

However, this merely indicated a more substantial EU normative power for reforms. However, 

it has instead increased expectations in the region that moving the enlargement ladder using 

the stability card is still possible.  

2.6. Conclusion  
The findings in this chapter indicate that the role of the EU as a transformative power has been 

seriously challenged in the past decade. Moreover, the transformative and normative power of 

the EU has been gradually fading as the EU has faced multi-frontal crises.  

Enlargement is one of the European Union’s most successful foreign policy initiatives. It 

encompasses evolving accession conditions and principles through which the EU actively 

prepares the candidates with the view to transform them into member states. However, the 

inability to manage the significant expansion through internal reforms and structuring, paired 

with externally driven challenges, contributed to the overall failure of the EU to reproduce the 

‘success of the CEE countries in the Western Balkans’ (Richter & Wusch, 2020). Moreover, 

the EU’s overriding preference for stability in the region has meant that it has not been able to 

properly implement the political criteria through which it would transform the countries in the 

region as they prepare for full EU membership.  

The failure of the EU to promote democracy and strengthen the rule of law inside the Union 

and in its neighbourhood regions – some of which were part of the EU integration process for 

decades – has already been widely acknowledged (Levitz & Pop-Eleches, 2009). Decades after 

launching the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) (Dandashly & Noutcheva, 2019), the 

EU is surrounded by authoritarian regimes, captured states – a problem bluntly stated in EU 

reports – and unstable regions (Dandashly & Noutcheva, 2019). Internally, the EU is facing a 

crisis regarding its values due to democratic backsliding, with some EU members – Hungary 
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and Poland - listed as hybrid regimes by Freedom House (Csaky, 2020). This has pushed the 

EU to use Article 7 – the suspension of a member’s right to vote on EU decisions – the so-

called ‘nuclear option’ as it represents the most critical sanction that the EU can use against 

member states (EU, 2012) This procedure has been initiated against Hungary, which has been 

accused of breaching the EU’s core values (Halmai, 2018). 

In addition to the challenges within the Western Balkan region, the economic crisis in 2008 

severely hit the EU, which significantly impacted its approach towards enlargement, while the 

democratic backsliding within the EU and Brexit has severely weakened the EU internally. 

These elements have turned the EU from a transformative power into a resilient actor seeking 

to adapt to survive its various internal and external threats pragmatically. The new 

circumstances and the decreasing power of the EU as a global actor have significantly impacted 

the enlargement process. Due to its inability to justify the enlargement fatigue and capacity to 

deliver on the promises of a European future for the Western Balkans made in 2003, the EU 

has created side mechanisms such as the Berlin Process and has changed the enlargement 

methodology. Yet, without a genuine approach toward the political criteria and the reforms 

required for membership, all these initiatives will have a lukewarm effect. As shown in the last 

section of the chapter, the EU’s approach risks contributing to the further consolidation of the 

authoritarian regimes in the Western Balkans and, thus, diminishing the prospects for 

enlargement. This chapter reflects an essential element that showcases the differences between 

the 2003 approach, in which the EU would not be complete without the Western Balkan being 

a part of it, to a phase during which the EU has been exploring many alternative ways to 

enhance cooperation with the region without it being part of it. As for the region, the presence 

of other actors, such as Russia, China, and Turkey, has challenged the EU’s position as the only 

alternative for the region. The next chapter will summarise the EU’s role as a mediator, which, 

in the case of the Western Balkans, is deeply connected with the conditionality and the ability 

of the EU to exercise normative power.  
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Chapter III: The EU as Mediator: Negotiating 
Normalization through the EU-Facilitated 

Dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia 
 

3.1. Introduction  
This chapter focuses on the EU’s role in conflict management through negotiations, specifically 

in the context of the Western Balkans and the Brussels Dialogue. The chapter examines how 

the EU’s conditionality has developed in the case of the Brussels Dialogue by combining the 

Copenhagen criteria, which were formally introduced to the region during the 2003 

Thessaloniki Summit, with the EU’s foreign policy goals that have evolved through the 

implementation of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009. The EU enlargement policy towards the post-

conflict Western Balkans apart from the reform agenda articulated through the Copenhagen 

Criteria and conflict management (Smith, 2005; Mirel, 2018), embarked the EU on a new 

challenging mission by requiring its parallel involvement on two complex tracks. This chapter 

illustrates how the EU’s ambition to address the Kosovo-Serbia dispute within the framework 

of the EU integration process has posed significant challenges to the EU’s role as a negotiator. 

It has also profoundly impacted what is widely recognised as the EU’s most effective 

mechanism of soft diplomacy, namely conditionality through which it exercises its 

transformative and normative power (Dimitrov et al., 2019; Belloni, 2009). The Kosovo-Serbia 

issue, widely known as a highly contentious bilateral dispute, has presented the EU with a 

unique opportunity to test its capabilities in conflict mediation. This situation also offers a 

favourable context for the EU to effectively link its membership criteria set in Copenhagen 

with its foreign policy ambitions to strengthen its global actorness further. Ultimately, a 

successful resolution of the Kosovo – Serbia dispute would bring much-desired stability, thus 

enabling the EU to achieve its goal in the region (Bono, 2010; Matias, 2018; Russell, 2019). 

The previous chapter has presented in detail an examination of the EU’s normative power and 

enlargement as a foreign policy instrument. It furthermore explored the consequences and the 

declining trajectory of the EU’s normative power and how it has a detrimental impact on the 

countries seeking transformation through the EU integration process. In this chapter, I shift my 

focus to another role undertaken by the EU, namely conflict management through mediation, 

namely presenting its ambitions to solve the Kosovo-Serbia dispute. Additionally, I look at how 
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the EU’s ambitions in international mediation have become an integral part of the enlargement 

toolkit and are being applied to countries in the accession or pre-accession phase. The analysis 

further examines how, despite facing early signs of declining normative power and a series of 

internal crises, the EU undertook an exceptionally ambitious mediation role. This is particularly 

important because the part of the EU in conflict management and mediation heavily relies on 

the EU’s normative power and the prospects of enlargement as the ultimate goal. 

When the EU assumed the role of mediator in the Kosovo-Serbia dispute, it was not an 

unfamiliar issue for the EU as an entity and its member states. Several EU member states had 

already been involved in diplomatic endeavours to resolve the crisis. These diplomatic efforts 

carried out during the Vienna Negotiations to determine the final status of Kosovo involved 

individual EU member states that had already become familiarised with the complexities of the 

dispute (Bolton and Visoka, 2010). However, the Brussels Dialogue is an entirely EU-led 

process with the EU External Service (EEAS) in the driving seat, albeit supported by the EU 

apparatus and the member states. This was also the first test of the EU's common foreign policy 

and security and the EU’s ambitions in conflict mediation. This new role in international 

mediation presented a significant test for the common foreign and security policy. This area 

has long been a subject of intense debate among EU member states. These states have 

historically been cautious about transferring such responsibilities to the EU (Lehne, 2022).  

Against this background, this chapter provides an overview of the EU’s efforts to solve one of 

the most persisting open disputes from the Yugoslav wars.  The journey to solve this dispute is 

deeply rooted in the political ambitions of the EU in the 1990s following the violent break-up 

of the former Yugoslavia. It continues to persist after almost three decades. The first part of the 

chapter charts the efforts of the EU to prevent the Yugoslav wars. As the EU gradually 

recognised the importance of peace and stability in its immediate neighbourhood during the 

1990s, significant political efforts were made to become a key player in the successful 

management and prevention of conflict in the region (Bergmann, et al., 2018). Nevertheless, 

the failed EU efforts to prevent the Bosnian and Croatian wars through diplomatic means, and 

the EU faced severe criticism regarding its diplomatic failure (Blank, 1996; Andreatta, 1997). 

After the Yugoslav wars, the region became a testing site for the EU to improve its role and 

capacities in conflict prevention (Juncos and Blockmans, 2018; Bergmann, 2019). The second 

section of this chapter presents the EU’s most extensive political efforts to integrate the Western 

Balkan region into the EU – through the Europeanization process – and gradually reach the 

overarching goal of stabilisation. This is manifested through the Brussels Dialogue, which is a 
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central part of the chapter and digs deep into what is, to date, the most significant EU effort in 

the region, namely the facilitation of the Kosovo – Serbia Dialogue. I scrutinise the EU 

approach in the Brussels Dialogue both in the technical and political phases, as well as the link 

between the reforms manifested through the Copenhagen Criteria –and the stability approach 

manifested the good neighbourly relations and stability element which has been placed at the 

centre of the focus on the Western Balkans.  

3.2. The EU’s Role as a Mediator in Peace Negotiations 
The EU’s attempts to take a leading role in international mediation in the Western Balkans are 

closely linked to the breakup of Yugoslavia, which alerted the EU about the importance of 

stability in its neighbourhood (Becker, 2017). These conflicts in its close vicinity pushed the 

EU towards becoming involved in conflict management (Lavdas, 1996), though it was 

diplomatically unprepared to undertake serious efforts to prevent the wars (Anderson, 1995). 

The 1990s marked the first phase of the EU mediation activities; between 1991 and 1994, the 

European Community (EC) - which later became the EU we know today - made the first 

attempts to play an active role in the mediating negotiations to prevent the violent dissolution 

of Yugoslavia (Jopp, 1994 ). The first endeavours in mediation were concluded with the Brioni 

Agreement between Croatia, Slovenia, and the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, signed 

on 7 July 1991 with political sponsorship of the EC/EU (Bradford, 2000; Wagner, 2003). The 

Agreement was brokered under the facilitation of the EC/EU Troika mission composed of 

foreign ministers from Italy, The Netherlands, and Luxembourg (Caruso, 2007). 

Furthermore, this initiative was supported by Austria under the auspices of the Commission on 

Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), pushing this mechanism to increase its 

involvement in Yugoslavia’s affairs (Cohen, 1999). However, the Brioni Agreement proved to 

be a quick fix but rather unsustainable solution as it only comprised the cease-fire arrangement, 

which led to the withdrawal of the Yugoslav People’s Army from Slovenia – known as the ten-

day war but not prevent the wars to follow in Yugoslavia (Lucarelli, 2000). The EC/EU 

approach toward a Yugoslavia on the verge of dissolution was to apply the recognised 

international principles of state sovereignty, territorial integrity, and self-determination to its 

internal and external borders (Väyrynen, 1997). According to the Brioni Agreement, 

negotiations would solve the situation in Yugoslavia.  

A new situation has arisen in Yugoslavia that requires close monitoring and 
negotiation between different parties: - negotiations should begin urgently, 
no later than August 1st, 1991, on all aspects of the future of Yugoslavia 
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without preconditions and based on the principles of the Helsinki Final Act 
and the Paris Charter for a new Europe (in particular respect for Human 
Rights, including the rights of peoples self-determination in conformity 
with the Charter of the United Nations and with the relevant norms of 
International Law, including these relating to the territorial integrity of 
States) (Brioni Declaration, 1991). 

However, implementing the Brioni Agreement was seriously challenged shortly after the 

EC/EU was preparing to negotiate the break-up of Yugoslavia (Touval, 2002). The situation in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina started to deteriorate rapidly. The EC/EU and the United Nations (UN) 

attempted to address the conflict by initiating the ‘International Conference on the Former 

Yugoslavia’ (Szasz, 1995). The conference included all conflict parties and was held in London 

on 26 August 1992. The negotiation process lasted for almost two years until 1994. The EC/EU 

and the UN attempted to finalise the negotiations with a comprehensive peace agreement 

(King, 1993). One of the most prominent proposals was the so-called Vance-Owen Plan 

proposed by the mediators David Owen (EC/EU) and Cyrus Vance (UN) (Kelly & Baker, 

2013). The plan set out the principles for the forthcoming negotiations in Geneva, and the first 

principle stated the following: Bosnia and Herzegovina shall be a decentralised State. The 

Constitution shall recognise three constituent peoples and a group of others, with most 

governmental functions carried out by its provinces (Ramcharan, 2000). The plan, albeit signed 

by all parties in 1994, was rejected by the Bosnian Serbs through the referendum held in the 

Serb-held territories in Bosnia (Andreatta, 1997). The EU briefly took over the administration 

of Mostar in July 1994, EU Administration of Mostar (EUAM) due to the Washington 

agreement, which resolved the conflict between Croats and Bosniaks. This was an 

unprecedented situation for the EU, marking its first involvement in such a capacity under the 

CFSP (EUAM, 1996). Furthermore, the negotiation breakdown in 1994 also marked the end of 

EC/EU efforts to mediate the Yugoslav wars. This also led to the complete withdrawal of the 

EC/EU from attempts to take the lead in international conflict management (Lucarelli, 2000). 

Thus, in the Dayton Agreement, the EU played a marginal role. 

The withdrawal of the EC/EU did not occur only as a result of the lack of success and relatively 

poor performance in managing and preventing the Yugoslav wars but also because the EC/EU 

was in the process of consolidating internally and further institutionalising the Common 

Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) (Lehne, 2004). The Amsterdam Treaty (European 

Communities, 1997) set the ground to establish the institutional framework by creating the 

common strategy, the institutional structure, the position of the Secretary General of the 

Council responsible for the CFSP, and the Unit for Policy Planning and Early Warning as the 
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situation was deteriorating in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia, followed by the case of 

Kosovo in 1999. The EU fell under the political shadow of the U.S., albeit as part of NATO, 

the EU has immensely supported the military campaign followed by the peace-building process 

(Daalder & O’Hanlon, 2000). 

The EU has established its institutional framework in conflict management and gained 

significant importance in international mediation only in the past decade. The Lisbon Treaty 

has set the foundation for a stronger EU in the world by setting up the institutional framework 

for a common EU foreign policy and security but also a unified approach to international 

affairs. The initiative to develop the EU common foreign policy and security integration took 

shape in the post-Lisbon period in the 1990s. However, the institutional setting and 

infrastructure to implement it saw a drastic change only in 2009 (Edwards, 2006). The Kosovo 

and Yugoslav crises drove this historic shift from the 1990s to 2009 structure (Interview 2, 

2021). The new institutional structure, firstly aimed at creating cooperation and synergy 

between the EU’s key pillars, gives the EU a voice globally. The EU External Action Service 

(EEAS) was established in 2009. The EEAS works closely with the EU Commission-based 

structures - the Directorate Generals (DG) such as the Directorate-General for Neighbourhood 

and Enlargement Negotiations (DG NEAR), Working Party of Foreign Relations Counsellors 

(RELEX), and the DG International Partnerships (INTPA) – former DG International 

Cooperation and Development (DEVCO) (Hadfield, Manners, and Whitman, 2017). 

Furthermore, it is designed to tap into various EU sources but also of the member states, 

including diplomacy, defence, development aid, and intelligence (Batora and Spence, 2015; 

Crowe, 2008). Given this broad mandate, the EEAS coordinates the EU’s common foreign 

approach to crisis management (European Union External Action, 2016; Batora and Spence, 

2015; Weston and Mérand, 2015).  

Immense efforts have been made to implement the new institutional framework that the Treaty 

of Lisbon created since it was enacted in December 2009. For the purpose of this thesis, the 

role of the High Representative/ Vice President (HR/VP) is vital as it has led the Brussels 

Dialogue since 2011. The new setup has triggered debates among member states fearing a loss 

of control over foreign policy and security in favour of the EU institutions. The new decisive 

role assigned to the High Representative and European External Action Service (EEAS) 

(Kostanyan, 2014) in the framework of the Lisbon Treaty has further emphasised this position 

(Council of the European Union 2009; Gündüz and Herbolzheimer, 2010). Additionally, the 

EU assumed a role in international mediation. This ambition has been materialised with the 
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Council of European Union adopting the ‘Concept on Strengthening EU Mediation and 

Dialogue Capacities’ (Bretherton and Vogler, 2006; Council of the European Union, 2009). 

This concept document was further sharpened in 2020 with the Concept of the EU Peace 

Mediation (Council of the European Union, 2020). This document has set the basic principles 

but also lays down the EU leverage and elements of structural diplomacy which can be applied 

to strengthen the role of the EU in mediation. It specifically foresees the EU involvement in 

leading mediation at the track 1 level, even in cases of armed conflicts. The EU only intervenes 

upon invitation and highlights the importance of the parties in retaining ownership of the 

outcome of the talks. The EU leverage in the concept document is unfolded through elements 

of structural diplomacy – not enlargement specifically as an ending goal – and the leading 

process is envisaged to take place through strategic partnerships (ibid). These concept 

documents aim at establishing a systematic approach for the EU in international mediation, 

thus strengthening the role of the EU in the world. Following this ambition, the EU has engaged 

in different forms in Afghanistan, Central African Republic, Georgia, Kosovo - Serbia, Mali, 

Syria, and Yemen. Among all these international endeavours, the Brussels Dialogue is a direct 

‘at table’ process which employed not only mediation efforts but also it is applied on countries 

in the enlargement process (pre-accession and accession phase) (European Union External 

Action Service, 2021). 

3.3. Putting the Foreign Policy and Security Structure into Test 
in the Western Balkans  

A vast number of studies look at the role of the EU in conflict resolution. Strategically, the EU 

approach in conflict resolution is done mainly through contractual relations with conflicting 

parties. This usually takes place through the EU enlargement process and the European 

Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) (Coppieters et al., 2004; Diez et al., 2006; Blockmans et al., 

2010). The Brussels Dialogue offers a unique case study which explores not only the 

enlargement toolkit in the EU’s foreign policy but also the role of the EU in international 

negotiations combined (Niemman and Bretherton, 2013; Thomas, 2012). This thesis focuses 

on the EU's engagement in conflict management through mediation by using structural 

diplomacy but also integrating and interlinking the mediation process with enlargement in the 

case of the Brussels Dialogue. The case becomes even more relevant as it takes place in parallel 

with the EU’s ambitions to establish and sharpen its role in mediation. While the EU was 

preparing to embark on a new ambitious journey in conflict management and mediation in 

2009, a new reality was already created in the Western Balkans. The Declaration of 
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Independence of Kosovo in 2008 not only created new political circumstances but also 

immediately heightened tensions, alerting stability in the region but also in the EU (Toschev & 

Cheikhameguyaz, 2005). The Declaration of Independence followed a failed international 

negotiation effort from 2005 – 2007. Albeit a process of negotiations led by the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC), EU member states were closely engaged in the process through the 

contact group (U.S., Russian Federation, France, Germany, United Kingdom, Italy) (Weller, 

2008). The UNSC advised the Contact Group to support the Special Envoy for the Future Status 

Process for Kosovo, the former president of Finland, Martti Ahtisaari (Sewer, et al., 2007). 

Serbia rejected the deal, and the UNSC was divided on the issue. In September 2007, high-

level officials from the Contact Group, UN, EU, and NATO met in New York to discuss the 

Kosovo Status Process. This meeting followed earlier attempts, including submitting a proposal 

accepted by Kosovo but rejected by Serbia. To further negotiation efforts, a Troika was 

established to facilitate discussions between the parties, with a report due by December 2007. 

Troika was composed of the U.S., Russia, and the EU. Troika held extensive negotiations 

between Kosovo and Serbia for 120 days as mandated but did not manage to bridge the gap 

between parties (U.S. Department of State, 2007). Consequently, the so-called Ahtisaari Plan 

2008 (Ahtisaari, 2008) led to Kosovo's unilateral declaration of independence. However, the 

conflict with Serbia over Kosovo’s final status persisted. Further negotiations were looming on 

the horizon, again under the auspices of the UNSC. On 9 September, the United Nations 

General Assembly (UNGA) adopted without a vote a resolution welcoming ‘the readiness of 

the EU to facilitate a process of dialogue between the parties (UNSC, 2010).  

Increasingly side-lined or lacking the capacity to deal with conflict management in the course 

of the Yugoslavia wars, the EU was provided with a chance to re-appear on the diplomatic 

scene with the new role of the facilitator of the dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia (Rod & 

Wolff, 2012). The EU facilitated dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia, thus became a litmus 

test for the newly founded EEAS – playing the role of the EU Foreign Ministry mainly in 

charge of coordinating the EU presence in the world. This became even more complex and 

challenging due intra-EU differences toward Kosovo because of the five non-recognizing EU 

member states (Greece, Cyprus, Spain, Slovakia, and Romania) (Esch, 2011). Without a unified 

foreign policy toward the final status of Kosovo, the EU had to explore creative ways to engage 

and formalise relations with Kosovo (Mutluer & Tsarouhas, 2018). Diplomatic challenges in 

this situation placed additional pressure on the EEAS and the HR/VP. The success of their 

efforts would directly impact the credibility of the institution, the EU as a whole, the political 
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influence it holds, and the diplomatic effectiveness of its member states (Interview 2, 2021). 

Hence, the EU faced significant political risks as it embarked on the daunting task of mediating 

the intricate process in the Western Balkans (Esch, 2011). These risks stemmed from the lack 

of a unified approach among its member states, which are instrumental in shaping the political 

influence of the EEAS. Moreover, the EU was concurrently undergoing institutional 

consolidation of the EEAS while shouldering the weight of previous mediation attempts in the 

region, which had yielded somewhat mixed outcomes (Molina & Sorroza, 2013). The intra EU 

divergences in relation to Kosovo are further elaborated in detail in Chapter V. 

The Brussels Dialogue as a process is a unique case in which the EU is the sole mediator in the 

negotiations process – at least formally – although the U.S. approach has been proactive in 

providing political power and support. In contrast to other cases in the region, such as the 

Greece – North Macedonia name dispute (Nimetz, 2020). For instance, the EU in the Kosovo 

– Serbia case formally operates with no other third party formally directly involved in the 

negotiations. Another element of crucial importance that further contributes to the uniqueness 

of the process is the fact that the EU is facilitating the dialogue while both Kosovo and Serbia 

are aspiring for EU membership; thus, both countries are in the pre-accession or accession 

phase (Lehne, 2012). Following the end of the war in 1999, the EU became increasingly 

influential in Kosovo and Serbia by offering political and economic integration and, ultimately, 

membership. Whereas in Kosovo, the EU has an extensive presence also through the biggest 

Common Defence and Security Policy (CSDP) mission, namely EULEX - the European Union 

Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo (Muharremi, 2010).  All these elements have been considered 

strategic for the EU as the facilitator of the dialogue, further increasing its political leverage 

and structural diplomacy in the process while pushing the countries to deliver effectively.  

3.3.1.Launching the EU-Facilitated Dialogue 
The European Union is ready to facilitate a dialogue process between 
Pristina and Belgrade. This dialogue would be to promote cooperation, 
achieve progress on the path to Europe and improve the lives of the people. 
The process of dialogue in itself would be a factor for peace, security, and 
stability in the region (European Union 2010). 

The basis for the EU-facilitated dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia came in 2010 following 

the International Court of Justice (ICJ) advisory opinion stating, ‘Kosovo’s declaration of 

independence did not violate any applicable rule of international law.’ (ICJ, 2010) After the 

failed attempt to contest Kosovo’s statehood in the ICJ, Serbia increased efforts to continue 

negotiations to keep Kosovo status open to another internationally led process. In accordance 
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with the EU member states, Serbia proposed a UN resolution which would call for another 

round of talks between Kosovo and Serbia, this time focusing on normalising relations between 

both countries after tensions following Kosovo's declaration of independence in 2008. The 

successful adoption of Resolution 64/298 paved the way for the EU-facilitated dialogue 

initially aimed at normalisation between the two parties (Bajrami, 2013). The dialogue aimed 

to be a factor for peace and stability in the Western Balkans, which the EU highly prioritised. 

The launch of the Brussels Dialogue in 2011 marks yet another attempt to solve the dispute and 

normalise relations between Kosovo and Serbia. Over a decade after UNSC Resolution 1244 

ended Serbian rule in Kosovo and only three years after Kosovo’s declaration of the 

independence. The Brussels Dialogue aimed not only at the normalisation but also a speedy 

EU integration path for Kosovo, Serbia, and the Western Balkan region. This perspective has 

been formally offered to the Western Balkan countries in 2003 during the Thessaloniki Summit 

as explained thoroughly in Chapter 2 (United Nations General Assembly, 2010). 

Kosovo’s declaration of independence in 2008 completely reshaped the reality as elaborated in 

the previous Chapter (Lozancic, 2008; Biden, 2008). The declaration of independence caused 

a significant increase in tensions between Kosovo and Serbia (United Nations Security Council, 

2008). Kosovo is still officially considered a breakaway province for Serbia and dozens of 

states – including five EU member states. Until the Kosovo – Serbia dispute is solved, both 

countries will not be able to join the EU, and for Kosovo, the UN and NATO as well (Esch, 

2011). One of the significant challenges Kosovo faces in its international trajectory and in 

establishing its position in the Brussels Dialogue is the lack of recognition from the five non-

recognizing EU member states (Cyprus, Greece, Romania, Slovakia, and Spain). This lack of 

recognition has a detrimental effect. The lack of unity toward Kosovo provided Serbia with the 

primary and most influential bargaining chip in the Brussels Dialogue, the asymmetrical 

approach by the EU towards Kosovo. Thus ultimately turning the Brussels Dialogue into a 

process which impacted Kosovo’s capacities to function internally and establish bilateral and 

multilateral relations while gaining diplomatic recognition (Zupančič and Pejič, 2018).  

The Brussels Dialogue was launched with the aim of normalising the situation in Kosovo after 

its independence. Its immediate goal was to restore a certain level of stability on the ground. 

The Brussels Dialogue had to respond to the tensions arising in the northern part of Kosovo, 

precisely due to the destruction of border crossing points 1 and 31 between Serbia and Kosovo, 

which occurred as a protest against Kosovo’s declaration of independence and the subsequent 
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international recognition  (ICG, 2011) Thus, it was launched into an intensifying and tense 

situation when Kosovo attempted to regain control of the northern region through a police 

operation in 2011. This operation marked Kosovo’s initial effort to shatter the fragile status 

quo in the north (Prelec, 2008). As the tensions risked further escalation, NATO intervened 

through the KFOR mission in Kosovo, taking back control of the crossing points (NATO, 

2011). Given the circumstances that emerged, the EU had to take prompt action to handle an 

ongoing conflict effectively (Interview 1, 2021).  At this stage, the focus was not primarily on 

normalising relations between Kosovo and Serbia but on addressing a new situation created by 

local Serbs who strongly reject recognising the Kosovo authorities and statehood and Kosovo 

authorities intervening to take control of its borders. Consequently, the process also tackled 

Kosovo’s statehood and internal functioning aspects.  

3.3.2.Destination Normalisation: What is the End Goal of the 
Dialogue? 

The rocky start of the dialogue and the ambiguous interpretation of ‘normalisation’ triggered 

much debate among academics and practitioners. Normalisation is a broad and ambiguous 

concept which can include myriad issues between the two parties (International Crisis Group, 

2013). The Brussels Dialogue, launched to normalise relations between Kosovo and Serbia, 

was characterised by a lack of well-defined guiding principles and a specific timeframe. The 

initial strategy of this process was to resolve the most prominent bilateral dispute in the region 

by offering EU membership as an incentive. Differently from the Vienna Negotiations 

regarding the final status of Kosovo, the Brussels Dialogue claimed to address open issues, 

which incrementally would lead to completing what derived from the Vienna Negotiations 

(Bergmann, 2018). 

For Kosovo, normalisation had a different definition from the EU (Emini and Stakic, 2018). 

The Brussels Dialogue emerged as a crucial negotiation process for Kosovo, with the potential 

to resolve the longstanding issue with Serbia and achieve mutual recognition as the ultimate 

objective. This dialogue commenced following significant milestones, including Kosovo’s 

declaration of independence, diplomatic recognition from numerous countries, and a 

favourable opinion from the ICJ, strengthening Kosovo’s international standing. Therefore, 

opposing voices coming from the opposition in Kosovo have consistently emphasised that the 

Vienna negotiations, the Ahtisaari Plan, and the ICJ have already extensively addressed the 

debate on Kosovo’s final status (Shehu, 2017). Consequently, the EU-facilitated dialogue 
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should not be perceived as a process that offers a definitive solution for Kosovo’s status but 

rather as a means to address significant issues that would unlock the EU perspective while 

effectively resolving bilateral concerns. This approach aligns with the principles of fostering 

good neighbourly relations, as observed in similar disputes in the region (Interview 10, 2022). 

Despite the initial reservations about engaging in another political negotiation process with 

Serbia, Kosovo found itself in a weak position in relation to the EU and the international 

community. Kosovo’s weak standing was evident in its lack of recognition by five EU member 

states, which made it vulnerable and increased the EU’s influence in the negotiation process 

(Visoka, 2017). Conversely, the EU held significant leverage over Kosovo due to its status 

under UNSC Resolution 1244, with the United Nations Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) actively 

involved in Kosovo’s institutional framework. Furthermore, including the United Nations (UN) 

and EU, coupled with strong support from the U.S., created a political environment in which it 

was nearly impossible for Kosovo to reject entering this process (Interview 10, 2022).  

When the Brussels Dialogue was launched, the primary objective of Kosovo in engaging in the 

normalisation dialogue was to secure full recognition of its independence from Serbia and 

achieve comprehensive international recognition of its statehood. In Kosovo, ‘normalisation’ 

and the end goal of the Brussels Dialogue have taken many forms throughout the years 

depending on the political elite in power, which, to a certain extent, showcases the divergent 

expectations toward this process internally (Chris van der Borgh, Puck le Roy, and Floor 

Zweerink, 2019). With the initiation of the Brussels Dialogue at the UN General Assembly 

(Cakolli, 2020), Kosovo anticipated the dialogue would pave the way for its membership in the 

UN. However, despite Serbia’s opposition, Kosovo faces additional challenges due to the lack 

of recognition by key members of the UN Security Council, namely Russia and China, making 

UN membership elusive (Stradner, 2020; Centre for Inclusive Governance, 2017). NATO 

membership has also often been entertained as an idea of the Brussels Dialogue output. At the 

EU level, through the Brussels Dialogue, Kosovo was hoping for a potentially softened 

approach of the five EU non-recognizers. The softening/changing of the approach of the non-

recognisers would unlock Kosovo’s EU membership perspective and solve one of the biggest 

challenges in diplomatic recognition progression (Morina, 2022). 

For Serbia, the normalisation of the EU-facilitated dialogue, apart from being part of the EU 

integration process, was yet another mechanism to keep the Kosovo issue open internationally 

– especially after the opinion of the ICJ stated that the declaration of Kosovo’s independence 
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did not violate international law (International Crisis Group, 2010). The Brussels Dialogue is 

a process which enables Serbia to keep the Kosovo final status open, thus ‘negotiable’. Serbia's 

trajectory was entirely in a different direction from that of Kosovo. In the Brussels Dialogue, 

Serbia continued to reject the Ahtisaari Plan and gradually built the narrative of regaining 

Kosovo rather than progressively accepting and recognising Kosovo (Medović, 2022). By 

entering the Brussels Dialogue as a process, Serbia sought to avoid the pressure to recognise 

Kosovo outright but rather engage in a process from which it would benefit politically. Thus, 

the normalisation of relations with Kosovo through the EU-facilitated dialogue was heralded 

by Serbia as politically beneficial for many reasons. First, it would open another process in 

which the final political status of Kosovo would be a subject of negotiations, a satisfying 

victory after the ICJ opinion, which was considered a defeat for Serbia; second, it provided a 

strong bargaining chip in relation to other illiberal external actors in the Western Balkans such 

as Russia which traditionally used the Kosovo-Serbia issue to confront the West in the region 

(Interview 8, 2022); third, the Brussels Dialogue would serve as a means by which to play the 

stability card and consolidate Serbia’s position as a provider of stability in the region (Emini, 

2022; Żakowska, 2016).  

Furthermore, the position of Serbia was already more favourable than Kosovo; the position 

taken by the five non-recognising member states weakened the role of Kosovo and undermined 

its EU perspective (Ker-Lindsay & Armakolas, 2017). For Serbia, the normalisation of relations 

with Kosovo is a precondition for the country's membership in the EU – integrated into Chapter 

35 (EU Commission, 2015) in the accession process. However, this Chapter does not explicitly 

require recognition of Kosovo, thus taking the pressure off Serbia in the process (European 

Western Balkans, 2015; Ioanita, 2015). 

Being a security concern standing between a violent and frozen conflict, the potential 

destabilisation of Kosovo would cause serious security concerns in the Western Balkans and 

the EU. For the EU, the interest was stability and reducing tensions on the ground; thus, it saw 

the normalisation within the conflict resolution lens, thereby turning strength into the 

overarching goal of the process (Malazogu & Todoric, 2011). The launch of the dialogue has 

been widely regarded as a success by both the UN and the EU, as it effectively reopened 

communication channels and fostered cooperation between Kosovo and Serbia. The relations 

between the two parties had been severely strained and stagnant since Kosovo’s declaration of 

independence, leading to a period of tensions fearing escalation. However, the launch of the 

dialogue managed to break the impasse and create an environment conducive to dialogue and 
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cooperation between Kosovo and Serbia (Shepherd, 2008). The EU-facilitated dialogue was 

set to focus on resolving issues between Kosovo and Serbia in the new post-independence 

reality, concentrating initially on resolving practical problems rather than sensitive symbolic 

matters. 

The EU saw this process as an opportunity to establish itself as a global actor in conflict 

management. The newly formed EEAS sought a prominent role in successfully showcasing its 

effectiveness within the EU (towards member states) and demonstrating the EU’s global 

influence (Interview 1, 2021). Resolving the longstanding dispute between Kosovo and Serbia 

presented a unique chance for the EU to fulfil these aspirations (Esch, 2011). Moreover, the 

EU had the opportunity to utilise its normative power and leverage to promote democratic 

reforms, effectively addressing both the Kosovo-Serbia dispute and preparing the countries, 

particularly Serbia at that point, for potential EU membership. This approach allowed the EU 

to simultaneously achieve two objectives: resolving the ongoing conflict and advancing the 

necessary reforms for EU integration, thereby accomplishing multiple goals through a single 

initiative. Thus, in 2011, when the EU initiated the Brussels Dialogue, it strategically adopted 

an incremental approach that deliberately offered a way to gradually solve the dispute without 

causing political fissures, leading to both parties deciding to leave the process. As such, it 

avoided negotiations around recognising Kosovo as an independent country. Instead, the 

dialogue focused on addressing urgent technical issues between Kosovo and Serbia, with the 

aim of gradually normalising relations between the parties. Thus, the Brussels Dialogue began 

as a technical dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia (Rrahmani & Belegu, 2023). The EU 

assumed responsibility for a complex process, relying primarily on its political leverage derived 

from the enlargement process. It placed trust in the limited existing political will of the parties 

to take ownership of the dialogue, even though their commitment was initially minimal and 

lacked long-term engagement (Gashi & Novakovic, 2017). 

3.4. Brussels Dialogue: Incrementalism by Introducing 
Technicalities First   

The launch of the technical phase of the Brussels Dialogue took place amidst heightened 

tensions in the northern part of Kosovo and strained relations between Kosovo and Serbia. 

Thus, bringing parties to the negotiating tables was already considered an immense diplomatic 

achievement in Brussels. Under these circumstances, getting a consensus among parties on a 

shared negotiation agenda was highly unlikely. The EU lacked diplomatic experience to lead 
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processes of this kind. Most of the negotiation processes13 around that time were held alongside 

the U.S. with the latter even taking a leading role (Ashton, 2023).  

The technical phase marked the first phase of the dialogue, which covers the period from 2011 

– 2013. Albeit called a technical dialogue, the issues covered were extremely sensitive and 

political (Lehne, 2012). This phase has been launched without a clearly defined roadmap or 

timeframe of negotiations for the EU-facilitated process, nor was there a clearly articulated 

objective for the dialogue beyond normalization. Thus, as explained in the previous section, 

parties just created their own strong expectations toward the process. The minimal objective 

was to start tackling issues which would help the countries navigate around each other. What 

the EU aimed at reaching with its incremental approach was to create a process which would 

lead to a consensus though labelled as technical, would gradually lead to Serbia accepting 

Kosovo or de facto recognition of the new reality in Kosovo (Russel, 2019). The decision to 

label the dialogue as ‘technical’ served multiple purposes. In addition to fostering confidence-

building measures between Kosovo and Serbia, it aimed to provide a means for EU member 

states, particularly those that did not recognize Kosovo, to circumvent political disagreements 

concerning Kosovo. reflects the step-by-step strategy of the EU as a mediator: the objective 

was the gradual normalisation of the two sides’ relations, without prejudice to the two parties’ 

positions on status, and achieving progress for both in their respective EU path (European 

Union, 2013). 

According to Robert Cooper, the process of reducing the political to technical was a process 

that was possible only by gradually breaking down different aspects of political issues into 

technical matters, which would potentially ensure tangible and real progress in the dialogue 

(Cooper, 2015). The technical dialogue’s main challenge was converting the immensely 

sensitive issues into a process that – at least – looked technocratic. Looking at how the technical 

process has been heralded and structured, it was aimed at producing interim agreements rather 

than offering a comprehensive settlement. This is reflected in the fact that these intermediate 

steps are not even referred to as agreements or treaties but as ‘conclusions’ to the talks. These 

agreed conclusions were not even well defined and offered no specific details (Gashi, et al., 

2017). 

 
13 During the same time and under Catherine Ashton, the EU participated in negotiations with Iran and 
between Russia and Ukraine after the heightened tensions after the annexation of Crimea.   
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Prior to entering the political phase of the Brussels Dialogue, which was characterised by a 

change in chief negotiators, numerous sensitive issues were addressed through negotiations. 

These included crucial topics such as freedom of movement, regional cooperation, the rule of 

law, and other significant elements that are integral to the EU integration process for both 

Kosovo and Serbia, as well as for the wider region (Visoka, 2017). All topics chosen in the 

framework of the technical dialogue were aimed at directly impacting the lives of the citizens 

in Kosovo. Thus, the issues were not directly laced with symbolism or explicitly linked to 

statehood (Emini & Stakic, 2018).  

Taking place within the timespan of two years, the technical dialogue managed to conclude 

agreements of crucial importance. The language and crafting of the documents were highly 

technocratic (Visoka, 2017). Furthermore, the EU applied the strategy and tactic in the dialogue 

- constructive ambiguity – to gradually build the momentum for the parties to move to a more 

advanced level of negotiations, including political issues (Bieber, 2015; Doli, 2019). The topics 

that were initially discussed included pressing issues that were causing problems for the 

citizens of Kosovo. One of the first agreements to be negotiated and discussed was the freedom 

of movement of people and goods; these were extremely limited and on hold after the 

declaration of independence, which marks a period from which Kosovo had started issuing 

documents as the Republic of Kosovo rather than UNMIK under the 1244 Resolution. The 

agreement reached on this matter included mutual recognition of ID cards and driver’s licenses 

but was accompanied by a sign of non-recognition of the statehood by Serbia. This agreement 

did not have the Kosovo passport, which was considered to be directly linked to the statehood 

of Kosovo. This element was added on it was later agreed upon in 2023. Thus, the incremental 

trajectory of the freedom of movement started in 2012 with IDs and concluded with recognition 

of passports in 2023. At later stages, this agreement included removing the barricades near the 

Mitrovica Bridge, which ethnically divided the city (Freedom of Movement, 2011). The 

agreement on customs stamps– which is closely related to the agreement on freedom of 

movement – marked the end of the trade embargo and greatly assisted the efforts to control and 

end the smuggling of goods between Kosovo and Serbia. Despite the absence of statehood 

symbols on the stamps, they facilitated trade and ensured freedom of goods between Kosovo 

and Serbia. Serbia accepted the idea of a “stateless” Kosovo without explicit state symbols. 

This approach was seen as the only feasible way to implement the agreement successfully. This 

agreement paved the way for legal trade between Kosovo and Serbia and cooperation in the 

broader region in the framework of the Central European Free Trade Agreement Area 
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(CEFTA), thus gradually diminishing the role of UNMIK acting as an intermediary (Agreement 

on Customs, 2011).  

The agreement on the civil registry and cadastre, albeit considered a technical issue, was an 

extremely important step forward. This agreement included the return of land and civil registers 

to Kosovo (taken by Serbian authorities in 1999). Albeit not receiving the level of attention as 

the other agreements, it has gradually contributed to developing reliable civil registry and 

cadastre records in Kosovo (Agreement on Cadastral Records, 2011; Agreement on Civil 

Registry, 2011). The agreement on the recognition of diplomas was intended to impact the 

lives of the citizens directly. Serbia rejected the reference to the Republic of Kosovo in the 

degrees after 2008. The agreement was designed to regulate this issue with the intermediation 

of the European University Association. This would be a milestone for the Albanian minority 

from South Serbia studying in Kosovo, and it also mattered for the Serbian minority in Kosovo 

(Agreement on Recognition of Diplomas, 2011). These elements were renegotiated in the 

Brussels Arrangement 2023, failing to be implemented for over a decade.  

Though written in technical language and under the auspices of the technical dialogue, the 

political impact of the agreements signed in Brussels was significant in marking the first steps 

toward extending Kosovo’s authority in northern Kosovo. For instance, the agreement on 

integrated border/boundary management (IBM) set the administrative border between 

Kosovo and Serbia. Albeit ambiguous in the language, given that the border applies to the 

Kosovo side and the boundary applies to Serbia, which still considers Kosovo a constituent 

part – has been considered as a de-facto demarcation (Interview 1, 2021; Interview 2, 2021). It 

also signifies the de-facto recognition of Kosovo’s territorial integrity – even more importantly, 

after the border crossing points 1 and 31 were burned following the declaration of 

independence in 2008 (ibid). However, establishing the joint border crossings in the north 

foresaw it being staffed by EULEX as the only authority considering it was a contested crossing 

point (Integrated Border/Boundary Management, 2011). This creative ambiguity by the EU 

created the circumstances for the negotiation process to continue. Still, it could not resolve 

different views on the boundary/border that were not merely semantic (Gashi, et al., 2017).  

Another agreement of similar sensitivity was the Agreement on Regional Representation and 

Cooperation, signed with the purpose of enabling Kosovo to engage with regional bodies 

without being blocked by Serbia (Żornaczuk, 2012). This included the process of becoming a 

member of numerous regional organisations as a participating party, gradually replacing the 

representation by UNMIK. This would consist of Serbia's promise not to block Kosovo's 
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membership in regional cooperation mechanisms. Still, it did not include a broader perspective, 

such as the EU or international multilateral cooperation mechanisms. However, this point was 

addressed in 2023 with the Brussels arrangement, which expanded this point to all international 

organisations (EEAS, 2023). On a negative point, for Kosovo, the so-called footnote agreement 

has been considered a step back rather than a step closer to its international consolidation. The 

agreement required Kosovo to use the following qualifier: ‘This designation is without 

prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSC 1244 and the ICJ Opinion on the 

Kosovo Declaration of Independence’ (Regional Representation and Cooperation, 2012). 

Kosovo’s request to include a reference to the Declaration of Kosovo Independence was 

endorsed. The declaration remained limited to the ICJ’s opinion on Kosovo’s declaration 

and Resolution 1244. Through this agreement, Serbia managed to soften what in relation to 

Kosovo has been considered its biggest defeat – the ICJ opinion on Kosovo (Lepore, 2012). 

This agreement, alongside the arrangement regarding the exchange of liaison officers sitting 

in the EU mission/delegation in both countries, was considered a step towards establishing 

direct diplomatic communication between Kosovo and Serbia (Exchanging Liaison Officers, 

2013). This point of the agreement made it back on the agenda in 2023, when the Brussels 

arragenment took place. The language, however, had been more explicit, referring to the 

exchange of permanent missions sitting at the government buildings and not the EU 

(EEAS), 2023). This, however, at the time of writing, has not been implemented. This 

agreement gradually contributed to the transition from the technical dialogue to the political 

dialogue, thus marking the end of what is known as the technical dialogue between Kosovo 

and Serbia. This period also marked an essential phase in the EU integration of Serbia, 

standing on the verge of the candidate status to be granted by the European Council.  

The table below illustrates the rounds of talks under the auspices of the technical dialogue 

and the number of agreements reached between Kosovo and Serbia. 
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Table 1 Technical Dialogue: Rounds of Negotiations  
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Table 2 List of Signed Agreements (Technical Dialogue) 
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3.5. Elevating the Brussels Dialogue from Technical to Political   
As the political sensitivity of the so-called technical issues between Kosovo and Serbia reached 

a critical point by 2012, the technical dialogue was running its course. Although the EU 

facilitated dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia successfully produced several technical 

agreements over two years, the tensions between both parties remained high. Over the course 

of two years, the process had considerable deadlocks; it was evident that with a more significant 

political settlement, the implementation of the technical agreements would be concluded. As 

the process was running out of “easy” issues to negotiate and implement, the more sensitive 

issues were stalled, and the politicisation of the process was becoming inevitable. The 

politicisation of the dialogue was present even during the technical phase (Interview 10, 2022). 

The technical solutions framed in the process of the dialogue were almost redundant due to 

political obstacles. As the dialogue was being promoted as an instrument for improving daily 

life and normalising the process, the issue of recognising Kosovo was the ‘elephant in the room’ 

(Interview 2, 2021; Interview 5, 2022). Seemingly, the Brussels Dialogue and enlargement at 

this point had reached a plateau, thus, the room for manoeuvre was severely decreasing. 

In 2012, recognising the increasing momentum to use the leverage on the parties involved, the 

EU decided to elevate the dialogue from the technical level to the political level. This transition 

occurred in line with the dialogue agenda, and the European Council (EC) specified four 

conditions that Serbia needed to fulfil to advance to the next phase of EU integration. This 

alignment effectively integrated the Brussels Dialogue with the broader EU enlargement 

process. Like 2011, when the dialogue was launched upon the formal application of Serbia to 

join the EU, the next step in the process was taken to facilitate the EU agenda of Serbia. 

Transitioning from the technical to political phase occurred simultaneously with the EU 

opening the accession negotiations with Serbia (European Commission, 2022). The 

conclusions of the EC listed the following issues: a) the implementation of agreements reached 

under the auspices of the Brussels dialogue, b) the dismantling of the Serbian judiciary and 

police parallel institutions operating in Kosovo, c) increasing transparency in relation to the 

funds spent for Kosovo, d) increased cooperation with the EULEX mission in Kosovo 

(EULEX, 2014). All these elements created a solid basis for the topics which would later be 

included in the political dialogue. 

Moreover, this opened a phase in which one of the most sensitive topics between Kosovo and 

Serbia would be discussed: the issue of the northern part of Kosovo, a territory beyond the 

control of the Kosovo authorities. From October 2012 to June 2013, the negotiations advanced 
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to a higher political level, with the participation of the heads of state of Kosovo and Serbia. 

2013, the EU made its first breakthrough by shepherding the parties to sign the so-called 

historic Brussels Agreement. As elaborated in the next section, the Brussels Agreement tackled 

sensitive political issues, predominantly focusing on Kosovo’s potential to extend its authority 

in the northern part of Kosovo and dismantle the Serbian-sponsored parallel institutions in 

Kosovo. This phase has persisted up until the time of writing. Over a decade later, in 2023, at 

the highest political level, Kosovo and Serbia reached a verbal agreement known as the 

Brussels Arrangement 2023, reached in February 2023. 

Additionally, an Action Plan for implementing this Brussels Arrangement was agreed on in 

March 2023, respectively. The political phase of the dialogue did not entail a clear delineation 

of topics, as it included rounds of negotiations to refine the technical agreements' details further. 

One of the extensively negotiated agreements is the Freedom of Movement, signed in 2011, 

which saw elements being renegotiated in 2015, 2022, and 2023. Similarly, agreements on 

diplomas and energy underwent negotiations in 2012, 2023, and 2012 2022, respectively. The 

implementation of these agreements, along with the lack of political commitment to do so, 

paired with the incrementalism, which always required parties to return to the negotiations table 

to add more elements to the existing agreements, has often sparked tensions between the parties 

and has influenced how the EU’s role as the facilitator of the process is perceived. This aspect 

is explored in the following chapter, which evaluates the reality on the ground as a result of the 

Brussels Dialogue. 

3.5.1.Deconstructing the Brussels Agreement: Juggling between 
Normalisation and Recognition  

The substantive talks between Kosovo and Serbia took place in the sixth round of the 

negotiations between February and April 2013. A breakthrough came in April 2013 when the 

parties signed what has then been considered a historic agreement containing fifteen points that 

addressed some of the most politically sensitive and controversial issues (Barlovac, 2012). The 

so-called Brussels Agreement of 2013 has been considered the end of the “trajectory of 

normalisation” - an important milestone in the dialogue process – and, simultaneously, a very 

important turning point for the EU integration path of Kosovo and Serbia. Apart from the 

normalisation between the parties, the agreement was a remarkable win for the EEAS. On the 

day the agreement was signed, on 19 April 2013, former European Commission President José 

Manuel Barroso stated: ‘This is a historic day for Serbia-Kosovo relations, for the entire 

Western Balkans region and the European Union’ (Vilanova, 2016). The key breakthrough in 
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the Kosovo–Serbia Dialogue was the ‘First Agreement of Principles Governing the 

Normalisation of Relations’. The Brussels Agreement is the agreement that all parties see as 

the primary outcome and culmination of this negotiation process in Brussels (European 

Commission, 2013). The reactions toward the April 2013 Brussels Agreement were somewhat 

mixed. While the international community welcomed it as a breakthrough, opposition parties 

in both Serbia and Kosovo challenged it and its content for various reasons that are 

deconstructed in the next section. 

Constructive ambiguity had been flagged as one of the key issues challenging implementing 

the agreements signed in the technical phase. This time, however, the issues tackled were 

susceptible, including governance and control in the northern part of Kosovo and the EU 

integration process for both countries, hailed even before the agreement was made public 

(Hartwell, 2020). The Brussels Agreement signed in 2013 contained politically sensitive points 

that needed more clarity in the content and more political capital invested from the EU side to 

ensure its full implementation (Szpala, 2016). The agreement points have stipulated rules and 

steps to set the framework for normalisation, albeit written in vague terms and using the 

ambiguity strategy in a way similar to the case of the technical agreements (Kartsonaki, 2020).  

Most of the points – six out of fifteen – directly addressed the status of the northern part of 

Kosovo (First Agreement of Principles Governing the Normalisation of Relations, 2013), a 

Serb-dominated area in Kosovo that has not only an increased level of inter-ethnic tension but 

also a high presence of Serbian parallel institutions sponsored by the Serbian Government. The 

six points of the agreement explicitly regulated the establishment of the 

Association/Community of Serb-majority municipalities in Kosovo (Local Elections/ 

Establishment of Serb-majority Municipalities, 2013). Albeit not providing details in relation 

to its statute and without listing its competencies –it was agreed that this process would take 

place at a later stage (Interview 6, 2022). These elements in the agreement were considered 

crucial given that Serbia, in principle, accepted the presence of Kosovo authorities in the 

northern part of Kosovo, which would later be integrated into the constitutional order of 

Kosovo. On the other hand, Kosovo would grant more autonomy at the local level to the local 

Serbs (Lehne, 2013). This level of autonomy was foreseen to be provided by establishing the 

Association/Community designed explicitly for the Serb-dominated municipalities in the north 

and south of Kosovo. Even though the Association/Community took considerable space in the 

agreement, its structure and political power were not well-defined and were purposefully left 

ambiguous (Beha, 2015). The additional powers – the autonomy – were not defined in detail, 
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and the legislative and executive competencies of the Association/Community were also not 

well defined – leading to political tensions in Kosovo in relation to the potential additional 

layer of the government being created with this agreement (Troncotă, 2018).  

Apart from the fact that its competencies were merely defined and left to the parties to negotiate 

in other rounds, the dual naming of Association/Community used throughout the agreement 

constituted an element of constructive ambiguity, demonstrating the different interpretations 

Serbian and Kosovar sides had on the competencies of this institution (Gashi, et al., 2017). This 

technique, albeit used before in less politically sensitive issues, had a detrimental effect on the 

implementation of this agreement in the case of the Association/Community, given the 

opposing stances of the parties. The ambiguity allowed the Kosovo side to refer to the 

Association as a non-government organisation (NGO). In contrast, for the Serbian side, it is a 

Community, thereby referring to it as a part of the formal structures of Kosovo’s governance – 

an autonomous entity (Visoka, 2017). Following the initial agreement reached in 2013, the 

need for further clarification arose, leading to the 2015 agreement between Kosovo and Serbia 

on the General Principles/Main Elements of ASM/CSM (General Principles/ Main Elements 

of ASM/CSM, 2015). The content of this agreement generated considerable debates in Kosovo, 

with concerns raised about the potential emergence of a Republika Srpska-like scenario, which 

could lead to internal dysfunction within the country (BPRG, 2017). The forthcoming chapter 

delves into the practical implications of this agreement, providing insights into how the 

Brussels Agreement influenced the actual situation on the ground. 

The Association/Community made a comeback on the agenda in 2023. Article 7 of the Brussels 

Arrangement reached in 2023 states the following:  

Both Parties commit to establish specific arrangements and guarantees, in 
accordance with relevant Council of Europe instruments and by drawing on 
existing European experiences, to ensure an appropriate level of self-
management for the Serbian community in Kosovo and the ability for 
service provision in specific areas, including the possibility for financial 
support by Serbia and a direct communication channel for the Serbian 
community to the Government of Kosovo’ (EEAS, 2023).  

The Association/Community element in the agreement is considered one of the most 

controversial parts of the EU-facilitated dialogue, which still needs to be implemented. This 

element of the Brussels Agreement 2013, 2015, and 2023 has put the entire dialogue process 

on hold and plunged Kosovo into a deep political crisis. The next chapter, focusing on the 

reality on the ground, further deconstructs the complexities of this element and the political 

sensitiveness around it, which its implementation stalled.  
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The multi-frontal crises following the Brussels Dialogue after the Brussels Agreement of 2013 

- elaborated more in Chapter IV - have had two significant impacts on the process. Firstly, 

while elements of the Brussels Agreement (2013) had been implemented, the 

Association/Community part had significantly stalled the process, becoming a source of 

significant tensions between the parties; secondly, it prevented the EU from continuing its 

diplomatic engagement in paving the way for the final comprehensive legally binding 

agreement that it was heralding immediately after signing the Brussels Agreement in 2023.  

There have been sustained attempts to create new momentum after the EU completely lost 

control of the process in 2020 following U.S. involvement during the Trump Administration, 

which is analysed in detail in Chapter V. However, the Russian War in Ukraine creates urgency, 

heightening the instability and completely securitising the Western Balkans – specifically the 

Brussels Dialogue, a soft spot between Russia and the West (Stradner, 2022). This period 

heightened the stabilitocracy game, even to the point of beyond the EU’s control.  

The Russian aggression in Ukraine and the return of the Biden Administration in the U.S. have 

created a new momentum in enlargement, respectively, in a new impetus in the Brussels 

Dialogue. This positive shift in enlargement policy has increased the EU's leverage on the 

ground. Still, most notably, the alignment of the EU and the U.S. in pressuring both Kosovo 

and Serbia to return to the negotiating table led to a renewed Brussels Agreement/Arrangement 

in February 2023 (EEAS, 2023). However, with the extensive pressure and leverage on the 

ground, paired with the sense of urgency as well as the collaboration of two powerful actors, 

the EU and the U.S., backed by key member states such as Germany and France, the Brussels 

Arrangement 2023 provided a lukewarm starting point for negotiations instead of the expected 

end of the process with a final comprehensive legally binding agreement. According to the 

HR/VP Josef Borrell, the document verbally agreed by both parties provided a solid basis for 

further negotiations. As expected, the Association/Community made a comeback ten years after 

the Brussels Agreement of 2013 and is currently the most challenging issue between Kosovo 

and Serbia. The latter even conditions the signing of the final agreement on establishing the 

Association/Community.  

In general, the Brussels 2023 document summarises the previous agreements reached in the 

technical and political phases of the Brussels Dialogue. The need to emphasise the importance 

of gaining political commitment to implement the past agreements comes mainly as pressure 

on Kosovo to deliver on the Association/Community. As illustrated in the table below, in some 

fields, the Brussels 2023 agreement, albeit maintaining points agreed from the past, offered 
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mild but ambiguous elements which could be read as a moving one step closer to Serbia’s de 

facto recognition of Kosovo. Although the parties immediately followed up with an agreed 

action plan for the implementation of the Brussels 2023 document (EEAS, 2023), it remains 

uncertain, at the time of writing, whether the agreement in Brussels will provide immediate 

positive results. It is seen as a document paving the way for a long and challenging negotiation 

process requiring immense political engagement and shuttle diplomacy, as stated by the HR/VP 

Josef Borrell. (EEAS, 2023)  

The following tables provide the round of negotiations and agreements reached in the political 

phase, the text agreed in 2023 and offers a comparison with previous agreements reached in 

the technical or the political phase of the Brussels Dialogue. It, furthermore, intends to illustrate 

that the EU’s (unchanged) incremental and ambiguous strategy has shown severe limitations 

after ten years of negotiations and effectively halted progress towards solving the open issue 

between Kosovo and Serbia. 

Table 3 Political Dialogue: Rounds of Negotiations 
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Table 4 List of Signed Agreements (Political Dialogue) 
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Table 5 Comparison between the 2023 Arrangement with the Previous Agreements 
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3.6. Conclusion 
The chapter’s main findings emphasise the EU’s efforts to take a leading role in stabilizing the 

Western Balkans. The EU engagement in the region dates from the 1990s when the first events 

indicating a violent break-up of Yugoslavia took place. The failure of the EU to prevent the war 

in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina put on hold the EU’s efforts to engage in the region. 

However, as the EU common foreign policy initiative took shape and deepened, the foreign 

policy tools gradually became more sophisticated, thus paving the way for the EU to return to 

the region after the Kosovo War in 1999.  

The post-war phase saw a more proactive engagement by the EU to reconstruct the region and 

offer a new perspective through the EU integration process. The EU used the already successful 

methodology and approach applied in the previous enlargement process to use the soft power 

of conditionality to transform the region. However, one of the most challenging tasks for the 

EU was the reform agenda clashing with the overarching goal of stabilisation through good 

neighbourly relations. In this context, the initiation of the dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia 
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in 2011 presented a distinctive chance for the EU. It allowed the EU not only to reaffirm the 

effectivennes of the conditionality approach but also to assume a prominent position in 

international negotiations. This was an opportunity to demonstrate what the EU failed to 

achieve in the 1990s: its effectiveness in foreign policy and security matters in third countries. 

This chapter has examined one element of the EU’s approach by de-constructing the role and 

the strategy of the EU in successfully facilitating the dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia – a 

process delegated by the UNSC – immediately after the ICJ decision on the legality of 

Kosovo’s independence. I focused on how the EU attempted to manage the dialogue through 

the two-fold strategy: 1) structuring it in two parts – the technical and the political dialogue – 

until the parties are considered ripe enough to talk about sensitive political issues such as the 

recognition of Kosovo by Serbia; 2) the constructive ambiguity which was considered a solid 

strategy to make the agreements more acceptable and implementable by making them 

ambiguous. This created obstacles later in the implementation process, which are analysed in 

detail in the upcoming chapter. More importantly, the findings show how the EU strategically 

linked the Copenhagen Criteria with good neighbourly relations to increase its leverage as the 

mediator while transitioning from the technical to the political dialogue. However, this also 

created space for the parties to engage in the vicious cycle of stabilitocracy in which the trade-

off between the reforms and stability seriously challenged the role of the EU as the mediator. 

This is further discussed in the next chapter, which elaborates on the situation on the ground 

and analyses the dynamics of the dialogue and the EU conditionality in the case of Kosovo and 

Serbia.  
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Chapter IV: Reality on the Ground: Securitization 
and the emergence of stabilitocracy in the Brussels 

Dialogue  

4.1. Introduction 
This chapter analyses how the pursuit of the stability approach in the Brussels Dialogue has 

shaped the reality in Kosovo. The Brussels Dialogue was launched in 2011, only three years 

after Kosovo declared independence. Kosovo was still under supervised independence by the 

International Civilian Office (ICO), ending in 2012 (U.S. State Department, 2008). Hence, the 

Brussels Dialogue is one of Kosovo's most important post-independence processes, with multi-

dimensional effects alongside the state and institution building. This chapter examines the 

impact of the Brussels Dialogue on Kosovo’s state-building trajectory, both internally and in 

terms of its foreign policy aspirations. Specifically, it explores how the Brussels Dialogue 

influenced Kosovo’s progress in establishing itself as a state, shaped its internal dynamics, and 

affected the government’s efforts to extend and consolidate its authority in the predominantly 

Serb-inhabited northern part of the country. Despite Kosovo’s declaration of independence in 

2008, a significant portion of the Serb community in the north of the region refused to integrate 

into the Kosovo system. The Brussels Dialogue’s normalisation explicitly targeted this issue 

by designing agreements to find acceptable solutions for the local Serbs in Kosovo. 

Furthermore, the Brussels Dialogue also had implications for Kosovo’s engagement in the 

international arena. One notable aspect was the impact on Kosovo’s diplomatic recognition and 

its pursuit of full membership in multilateral cooperation mechanisms, which were essential 

foreign policy objectives for Kosovo since the declaration of independence. These processes 

were seen as crucial for strengthening Kosovo’s international statehood. Lastly, the chapter 

examines the trajectory of the Brussels Dialogue, initially aimed at the normalisation of 

relations, but which eventually became a complex issue with implications for security and 

stability in the region and the EU. Thus, become one of the main processes fuelling the EUs 

stability approach in the region. 

The first part of the chapter analyses the EU’s incremental approach in the dialogue, leading to 

slow progress and lack of implementation of the agreements. Constructive ambiguity is the 

main obstacle in implementing the agreements and the failure to keep the parties engaged in 

the process. Moreover, the chapter analyses the EU’s conditionality, the “carrot and stick” 
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approach, the mechanism to reward and sanction both parties for the lack of political will and 

ability to implement the agreements signed in Brussels effectively. The second part looks at the 

state-building trajectory and the ability of Kosovo to consolidate internally in terms of 

extending its presence in the northern part of Kosovo and integrating local Serbs into the 

Kosovo system. Externally, the chapter analyses how the Dialogue impacted Kosovo’s process 

of obtaining diplomatic recognition and membership in multilateral cooperation mechanisms, 

such as the EU integration process.  

The last part of the chapter focuses on the role of the EU in the Dialogue, specifically, how the 

EU membership card served as the key driving force engaging both parties in the Dialogue and 

keeping them in the EU integration process. Falling in the domain of good-neighbourly 

relations strongly interlinked with the EU integration conditionality of both Kosovo and Serbia, 

this chapter examines the EU's stability approach as facilitator/mediator.  

4.2. Normalisation through Constructive Ambiguity and 
Incrementalism: The (Lack of) Implementation of the 
Brussels Agreements 

The previous chapter has looked at the launch of the Brussels Dialogue by exploring its 

trajectory from the technical phase to the political phase. While reaching or signing the 

agreement has been heralded as a success, the actual implementation and impact on the ground 

show a different side of the story. The limited implementation of the agreements inspired the 

local autocratic leaders to turn the Brussels Dialogue into their leverage, thus gradually 

developing stabilitocracies.  

The EU’s incremental approach, as discussed in the previous chapter, initially facilitated the 

initiation of the process but ultimately fell short of generating the necessary momentum for the 

parties to reach a final comprehensive agreement as anticipated by the EU. Another strategic 

deficiency of the EU, which had adverse effects on maintaining ‘stabilitocracy,’ was 

constructive ambiguity. Constructive ambiguity is a common strategy in international legal 

documents, driven by the intricate nature of negotiation processes, conflicting positions and 

interests, and limited time constraints. Ambiguity cannot be avoided in drafting sensitive 

documents that will be implemented in specific contexts. Scholars, such as Jupille (2007), 

describe ambiguity as ‘incomplete contracting,’ wherein the vague provisions of an agreement 

prompt policy actors to engage in further negotiations to establish formal rules at a later stage 

(Jegen and Mérand, 2014). This was initially the idea behind the EU’s use of this approach, 
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aimed at finding a compromise and achieving fruitful negotiation outcomes, which has been 

extensively debated, with many critiques highlighting its shortcomings. From 2011 to 2023, 

ambiguity has been strategically employed in the negotiations between Kosovo and Serbia. It 

aims to serve as both a trust-building measure and a means to lay the ground for the eventual 

final comprehensive agreement that would have legally binding status. This constant use of 

ambiguity fell short of creating an environment conducive to reaching a mutually acceptable 

resolution (Zweers et al., 2022).  Despite the negotiations lasting over a decade, the final 

agreement between the parties has not been reached. In fact, in 2023, after the Brussels 

Arrangement, the parties declared to embark on a new phase of the negotiations, which will be 

long and challenging. The forthcoming analysis delves deeper into the Brussels Agreement to 

analyse the negative repercussions of the EU’s employment of constructive ambiguity. 

By aiming to build up momentum leading to the final agreement, the EU's constructive 

ambiguity created two opposing narratives that hindered the desired compromise for a final 

comprehensive legally binding agreement and undermined trust-building between the parties. 

While providing short-term success in a transactional form, the long-term impact of ambiguity 

was detrimental to the negotiation process (Interview 10, 2022). The use of constructive 

ambiguity as a strategy in the EU-mediated dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia has had two 

main facets. Firstly, there is ambiguity regarding the legal status of the agreements reached. 

While Kosovo considers the Brussels Agreement legally binding and ratified by the Kosovo 

Assembly, Serbia does not give it the same legal weight. As the facilitator, the EU does not 

consider itself a direct signatory party. This ambiguity has created a situation where Kosovo 

must implement the agreement while Serbia maintains a more comfortable position with less 

direct pressure. Secondly, there is ambiguity in the language used in the agreements. For 

example, establishing Serbian municipalities in the north of Kosovo is referred to as both an 

“Association” and a “Community” with different connotations for each party. Additionally, the 

term ‘Integrated Boundary/Border Management’ is interpreted differently by Kosovo and 

Serbia, with Kosovo viewing it as a border and Serbia as an administrative line within the 

country (Visoka and Doyle, 2016).  

The EU has intentionally chosen this ambiguity to avoid polarisation and politicisation of the 

issues and to provide space for both parties to justify the agreements to their domestic 

audiences. However, constructive ambiguity has faced criticism for undermining the EU’s role 

as a facilitator. It has also led to challenges in implementation, the lack of transparency, and 

limited support from the public, hindering the intended normalisation process. Overall, the 
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EU’s constructive ambiguity strategy in the dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia has had both 

intended and unintended consequences, shaping the dynamics of the negotiation process and 

its outcomes. It embedded gaps and differences between the parties, leading to the lack of 

implementation of the agreements and triggering tensions, which ultimately jeopardised the 

process.  

4.2.1.Association of Serb Majority Municipalities: The Breaking 
Point of the Brussels Dialogue and Heightening of 
Stabilitocracy 

The Association/Community is the element of the Brussels Agreement, which seriously 

challenged the already fragile state of the Brussels Dialogue. It not only brought serious 

negotiation obstacles for the EU but also had a detrimental impact on Kosovo.  

Among all the issues that the Brussels Dialogue aimed at addressing between Kosovo and 

Serbia, the establishment of the Association/Community has emerged as a susceptible matter. 

This issue stemmed from Kosovo’s objective to dismantle the parallel institutions maintained 

by Serbia, which posed a challenge to Kosovo’s statehood and authority on the one hand, and 

to Serbia to ensure that the Serbs in Kosovo would get a special status, even in the form of 

autonomy. To find a compromise or middle ground, the institutions were restructured to align 

with the Kosovo system, essentially undergoing a process of redesigning (Naggy, 2014). The 

version of the Agreement in 2013 only included the broad sphere of elements agreed between 

the parties, leaving the details to be thrashed out later when the parties are read (Rashiti and 

Prelec, 2015). This agreement again proves another case in which both parties have embraced 

the EU's constructive ambiguity. Much of the content of the agreement on 

Association/Community remained to be done and negotiated between parties at a later stage.   
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Table 6 ASM as signed in 2013 and General Principles 2015. The Constitutional Court decision on the ASM 2015 

 

While certain aspects of the Brussels Agreement were viewed as beneficial for Kosovo’s 

statehood and its efforts to enhance control over its territory as it foresaw the dismantling of 

the Serbian parallel institutions in Kosovo, the provision regarding the establishment of the 

Association/Community sparked significant political confrontations, particularly involving the 

opposition led by Vetëvendosje (Self-determination movement) (Fazliu and Butcher, 2015). 

The latter used the word ‘Zajednica14‘, to refer to the Association/Community, a label to 

indicate the political ambition of Serbia to separate Serbs from Albanians in Kosovo. This also 

aimed at projecting Association as a Serbian-led project to divide Kosovo internally.  

Following the political and societal turmoil triggered by the 2013 ill-defined agreement on the 

Association/Community, the General Principles (2015) further added to the existing discontent 

towards the Association/Community (EEAS, 2015). From 2014 – 2020 Kosovo went through 

one of the most notorious political crises. The concerns over the Brussels Dialogue in general 

but for the Association/Community clause heightened when the opposition became vocal about 

 
14 Zajednica is a Serbian word community. 
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it. According to Vetëvendosje Movement, this clause crossed the ‘red lines’ and it goes beyond 

the biggest political compromise Kosovo made by accepting the Ahtisaari Plan. This opposition 

led to a petition against the Association/Community which the Kosovo citizens massively 

supported. 

Meanwhile, as the political turmoil in Kosovo reached unprecedented levels, the opposition, 

backed by increasing public support, intensified their protests against the 

Association/Community agreement. The opposition employed tactics such as boycotting 

parliamentary sessions, utilising teargas to disrupt parliamentary sessions by obstructing the 

ruling coalition’s decision-making process. The opposition managed to gather approximately 

18,000 signatures on a petition, prompting President Ahtifete Jahjaga (Gashi, 2015) to refer the 

matter to the Constitutional Court for review (Popova, 2015). In 2015, the Constitutional Court 

published an opinion on the case declaring that elements of the General Principles violate the 

constitutional spirit (for more detail consult the table above). This opinion, however, has been 

considered an ‘ambiguous judgement’ which allowed each political party to interpret the 

Agreement according to their political stance and pre-established views. Moreover, it is 

important to note that the Decision of the Constitutional Court is not legally binding, and it 

does not state that the text directly violates the Constitution but rather the spirit of the 

Constitution. The reason behind the lack of implementation of the Association/Community 

agreement stems from the persistent political instability in Kosovo. The governing coalition, 

which initially endorsed and signed the agreement, encountered an unfavourable political 

climate that blocked the establishment of the Association/Community. The importance of the 

Constitutional Court decision increased significantly with Vetëvendosje Movement coming to 

power. With a growing political presence, particularly in opposition to the Brussels Dialogue 

and the Association/Community agreement, Kosovo’s new Prime Minister, Albin Kurti, stated 

in 2023 that the implementation of the Association/Community would not be based on the 

General Principles (2015) but rather strictly be established based on the Constitutional Court’s 

opinion. This attitude ultimately downgrades the Association to a local non-governmental 

organization, subject to the regulations outlined in the Law on Freedom of Association 

(‘Constitutional Court Case Nr K0130/15’, 2015). The Association/Community, he argued, 

cannot create another layer of governance in Kosovo with executive powers which will repeat 

the ‘Republika Srpska’ scenario in Bosnia and Herzegovina, a modality which disrupts the 

internal functionality of Bosnia and Herzegovina since the end of the war (Kurti Interview with 

Deutsche Welle, 2021). Despite Kurti’s resistance, especially toward the implementation of the 
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Association/Community point of the Brussels Agreement, in the 2023 agreement in Brussels 

Kurti has formally taken ownership and committed to establishing the Association/Community 

in some form. The agreements’ Articles 7 and 10 refer directly to not only committing to 

establish the Association/Community but also to implement all agreements which have not 

been implemented so far.  

Aware of a vast majority of unimplemented agreement reached in both phases of the Brussels 

Dialogue, the EU explicitly drafted Article 10, according to which: ‘Both Parties confirm their 

obligation to implement all past Dialogue agreements, which remain valid and binding.’ 

(EEAS, 2023). Whereas the EU, eager to make an explicit commitment of Kosovo to 

implement the Association/Community, further de-constructed its form and ensured political 

will to pave the way for its establishment in the Article 7:  

Both Parties commit to establish specific arrangements and guarantees, in 
accordance with relevant Council of Europe instruments and by drawing on 
existing European experiences, to ensure an appropriate level of self-
management for the Serbian community in Kosovo and ability for service 
provision in specific areas, including the possibility for financial support by 
Serbia and a direct communication channel for the Serbian community to 
the Government of Kosovo. (EEAS, 2023) 

While this document only sets the basis for further negotiations, shuttle diplomacy is needed 

to ensure the continuation of the process, which will lead to its implementation. The 

Government of Kosovo has already established a working group on drafting the statute of the 

Association/Community to be presented in Brussels. The draft proposal provided by the 

Government of Kosovo was unacceptable by Serbia. One the other hand, the working group of 

Kosovo Serbs formerly endorsed by the Hoti Government drafted a proposal which was not 

only completely disregarded by Kurti by being considered unacceptable, but the Prime Minister 

of Kosovo immediately dismissed the team. At the time of writing, Kosovo has not yet managed 

to provide a draft statute on the Association/Community, at least not a public document which 

would be serving as a basis for further negotiation. Simultaneously, there has been a noticeable 

escalation of political pressure from both the EU and the U.S. directed at Kosovo. This pressure 

notably intensified in June 2023 when the EU introduced certain 'measures' against Kosovo. 

These actions were taken in response to what the EU perceived as a lack of constructive 

engagement by Kosovo in the Brussels Dialogue. However, these measures seemingly 

disregarded Serbia's role in the process. This situation has sparked debates about the EU's 

approach to appeasing autocratic regimes. It has raised questions about the EU's response to 
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the substantial anti- Vučić protests in Serbia and its reluctance to impose sanctions on Russia, 

even two years after the war in Ukraine. 

Additionally, this approach seemed to downplay the attack on Banjska in Kosovo in September 

2024, which the EU itself considered a terrorist incident involving Kosovo. Intriguingly, one 

of the prominent figures previously associated with the Serbian List, closely connected to Vučić 

Milan Radoičić, played a leading role in this operation (Reuters, 2023). Amid mounting 

external pressure from EU and U.S. on Kosovo to establish the Association/Community whose 

impact on the country’s statehood remains uncertain, Vučić leveraging this situation to his 

advantage. He insists that the establishment of the Association/Community must be a 

prerequisite for finalising any agreement with Kosovo. This approach allows Vučić to buy time 

domestically, strengthening his authoritarian control and utilise this for the December 2023 

elections in Serbia, while also presenting himself as a partner in the Brussels Dialogue, thus 

maintaining a positive image with Western stakeholders.  

4.3. From Normalisation to Exchange of Territories: The Game 
of Stabilitocrats  

As noted in Chapter III, since the launch of the Brussels Dialogue in 2011, the EU-mediated 

process had brought limited progress on the technical issues (mainly agreements signed in the 

first phase of the Brussels Dialogue. However, the process could have been on the questions 

and issues at the core of the dispute between Kosovo and Serbia. The avoidance of the ‘elephant 

in the room’ and the hope to get through it using the incremental approach paired with 

ambiguity ill-served the EU as a strategy in facilitating this process. By the time the parties 

reached a stage where they were deemed politically prepared to tackle more core political 

issues, including addressing the situation in the northern part of Kosovo, several factors had 

already eroded the likelihood of achieving a significant breakthrough in the process. These 

factors contributed to the growing dissatisfaction toward the EU, particularly on the Kosovo 

side, followed by a lack of trust and a diminishing perception of EU credibility within the 

process (Interview 5, 2022). Thus, it created gaps which were pursued by the local autocrats, 

to challenge the process by keeping the Brussels Dialogue an open-ended process and a 

bargaining stability chip toward the EU.  

Though the EU heralded the Brussels Agreement (2013) as a milestone and a historic 

achievement. This section focuses on further de-constructing the trajectory from the indented 

‘normalisation’ to securitisation of the process, illustrating how the process became trapped in 
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the vicious cycle which gave birth to the idea of a land swap between Kosovo and Serbia as a 

potential solution in the process. It focuses on the role of the two presidents in the Brussels 

Dialogue, Hashim Thaçi of Kosovo, and Aleksandar Vuçiç of Serbia as the two ‘stabilitocrats’ 

not only monopolising their position in the process but also used the Brussels Dialogue to 

consolidate their power internally as the chosen partners of the EU to lead their countries 

toward a final solution. The post - 2013 period marks one of the phases during which 

stabilitocracy was strengthened as a result of the consecutive tensions while the little progress 

reached in the framework of the Brussels Dialogue started to collapse.  

The technical level agreements of the Brussels Dialogue have been considered successful to a 

certain extent; however, their implementation took place using a “pick and choose” approach 

by both parties. A considerable number of agreements remained partially implemented as the 

parties chose to implement the elements more conveniently for their domestic political agenda, 

leaving parts of agreements unimplementable (as displayed in the table in the annex), thus 

jeopardising the entire outcome of the process. Additionally, the parties rarely signed the 

agreements to change the situation on the ground but merely to progress in the EU integration 

process, the so-called box-ticking approach (Interview 1, 2021). This is one of the key factors 

behind the halted progress in the implementation. Furthermore, the lack of implementation of 

agreements at the early technical phase has had a detrimental impact in terms of confidence 

building between the parties. As the implementation of the agreements depended on the 

goodwill of the political elites or specific leaders in Kosovo and Serbia rather than having a 

clear action plan and timeframe which would ensure the effectiveness of the agreements 

reached, the Brussels Dialogue was facing multi-frontal crises (Interview 5, 2022; Interview 

11, 2023). This gradually led to turning the reform agenda and EU transformative model to a 

transactional one where short-term goals such as stability had taken precedence over the 

democratic transformation of the countries. 

The political elite in Kosovo favouring the Brussels Agreement - including the Association they 

had voted for in the Assembly - undertook the initial steps to implement it. The judicial system 

and the security apparatus would be two significant steps toward consolidating statehood in the 

north and strengthening the rule of law in a somewhat problematic part of the country (Erjona 

Popova and Morina, 2018). As the integration of the Police was gradually taking place with the 

facilitation of the international presence (OSCE and EULEX), the judicial component of the 

agreement was more challenging to take off. These elements, albeit successfully implemented 

to some extent after the Brussels Agreement, the tensions in the northern part of Kosovo led to 



 118 

the complete disintegration of the local Kosovo institutions operating in the northern part of 

Kosovo. In December 2022, members of the Kosovo Police in the northern part of Kosovo 

collectively resigned from their positions, the Kosovo municipalities in the north were 

dissolved, and the local Serbs completely boycotted the new elections organised in 2023. Thus, 

it sends a daunting message about the future integration of the local Serbs and the four 

municipalities in the northern part of Kosovo in the Kosovo system.  

4.3.1.Land Swap between Kosovo and Serbia as a Final 
Solution(?) 

The peak of stabilitocracy during the Brussels Dialogue was the ‘land swap’ idea, during which 

it encountered a series of simultaneous crises, significantly straining the process. As the 

facilitator, the EU faced challenges in actively engaging due to the EU election in early 2019 

(European Parliament, 2019). The lack of assertive leadership from the EU in Brussels and 

limited involvement from member states pushed the process to a critical turning point. The 

prevailing narrative that Serbia should benefit from the dialogue, previously associated with 

the enlargement process since 2011, was severely disrupted by enlargement fatigue. Moreover, 

the reform process in Serbia was not progressing, thus seriously challenging the pace of Serbia's 

integration path to a large extent (Keil, 2018). The Brussels Dialogue has been launched with 

the idea of ‘getting something in return’, a transactional approach designed to convince the 

parties to compromise with each other in the process (Interview 9, 2023). This logic mainly 

applied to Serbia, which should be given something in return for the potential recognition of 

Kosovo. However, de jure recognition by 2018 had been ruled out as a possible outcome (Shala, 

2020).  

As the Brussels Dialogue faltered, Kosovo and Serbia engaged in a series of political crises 

which led to numerous conflicts in northern Kosovo. As the EU lacked leadership and could 

not invest political capital in the process, many other alternative actors loomed on the horizon. 

The stabilitocrats were playing a game, feeding each other’s narrative. In Kosovo, if something 

needs to be done in Brussels Dialogue, it only reaches its effect if it is done through 

interventions in the northern part of Kosovo (Interview 5, 2022; Interview 10, 2022). This game 

further needed the response of Vučić, who effectively used the situation in its favour. This is 

the so-called destabilise to stabilise the game. This game escalated with the Trump 

Administration in the picture. During the Trump Administration, the trans-Atlantic crack in 

relation to Kosovo peaked by significantly altering the direction of the Brussels Dialogue by 

taking it out of the hands of the EU, thus creating a parallel process and further fuelling 
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stabilitocracy (Peel and Mehreen Khan, 2018). This is further elaborated in the next chapter, 

which focuses on the critical geopolitical actors in the Western Balkans and the Kosovo–Serbia 

dispute. As the crisis was ongoing, the debate over potential alternatives outside the Brussels 

Dialogue framework pointed to an option traditionally advanced by Serbia. Still, it had been 

ruled out by Kosovo and its strategic partners (Bami and Dragojlo, 2020).  

While the EU lost control over the Brussels Dialogue, many ideas on how the final solution 

should look like were taking place in parallel processes. One of the most debatable was in 2018 

when the stabilitocrats strike with the idea of a land swap – which would include border 

changes between Kosovo and Serbia, presumably impacting the northern part of Kosovo and 

the territory of southeast Serbia (in the municipalities inhabited by the Albanian minority in 

Serbia) – was mooted during the tenure of Serbian President Zoran Djindjic in 2003. 

Considered an abrupt policy shift for Serbia, Djindjic was committed to bringing Serbia close 

to the EU and predicted the Kosovo issue would only prologue Serbia’s path toward the EU, 

which at that time was making speedy progress (Naegele, 2003). However, Djindjic's vision 

was a rather difficult solution for Kosovo; he suggested the following: I would like ‘to see 

Kosovo as a federation’ of the two parts, based on the UN-proposed model for Cyprus. Such 

an arrangement should include ‘a civilised form of population transfer’(Radio Free Europe, 

2003). Djindjic’s plan was halted when Serbian extremists assassinated him in March 2003 for 

his reformist agenda and the determination to strengthen rule of law (Cvijic, 2021). But  

Djindjic’s proposal resurfaced sporadically during the Brussels Dialogue; in 2011, the three-

point plan proposed by Stephan Lehne outlined a proposed compromise: first, a boost in 

development for Serbia and accelerated EU membership at the cost of recognition; second, 

Serbian recognition to be traded for the establishment of the autonomous districts for Kosovo’s 

Serbs and Serbia’s Albanians; third, to return the land and make it an integral part of the final 

agreement between Kosovo and Serbia (Lehne, 2009). 

Other alternatives, such as the ‘Good Friday’ peace accord and the model of South Tirol, have 

been entertained but did not gain traction in the debate over the form of the final agreement 

between Kosovo and Serbia (2022). Although sporadically, another model that has been 

considered was the 1972 model of the two Germany. This allowed West Germany not to 

recognise de jure East Germany but to maintain relations, and both agreed not to block each 

other internationally. According to Wolfgang Ischinger, this idea would pave the way for both 

to move into the EU and deal with technicalities, not the core issue (Shkreli, 2013). This idea 

– albeit coming from a member state that continuously contributed to the Brussels Dialogue – 
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was not supported in Serbia and was rejected in Kosovo. The two Germany (East and West) 

were united at the end of the Cold War, and in Kosovo, the option of uniting in any form with 

Serbia was not unacceptable (Weber and Bajrami, 2018).   

In March 2018, in a meeting with high-level U.S. representatives, Vučić stated that Serbia 

would compromise on Kosovo but not for a ‘humiliation of its own people’ (Dragojlo and Isufi, 

2021), thus building the narrative on potential land swap to end the dispute over Kosovo 

statehood. In August 2018, the Brussels Dialogue took a critical turn; sharing the high-level 

public panel on Western Balkans, Thaçi and Vučić openly admitted to having been considering 

the possibility of territorial exchange or land swap as the potential solution – an idea never 

formally considered in the framework of the Brussels Dialogue. The idea has been presented 

as a joint solution based on which the two parties projected as part of the final agreement (Gray 

and Heath, 2018). This caused a shock in Kosovo; a President without any prior consultation 

with the political elite or the public in Kosovo has admitted considering a plan that for Kosovo 

has been a ‘red line’ and known to be desirable to Serbia. Furthermore, it would reverse the 

situation before 2000 when Kosovo was placed under international protectorate. At the same 

time, Thaçi stated his readiness to push for an unconventional agreement, Vučić – the 

‘strongmen of the Western Balkans’ – brought up potential destabilisation as a threat to the 

region and the EU. Vučić, talking about the final solution or a possible war, stated the 

following: 

The current status quo is a ‘frozen conflict’. Someone one day will de-
freeze it and then we’d have a war. And none of us wants a war. I am just 
an ordinary man trying to influence in a way that I can keep peace and 
tranquility (Rettman, 2018; Zivanovic, 2018)  

The Alpbach forum opened a new debate on the Brussels Dialogue and opened a divide 

between the EU in Brussels, the U.S., and some EU member states; this would be perceived as 

the first open transatlantic crack about the process.  

President Thaçi defended the land swap idea in Kosovo by heralding it as the only feasible 

solution to end the dispute and complete the statehood jigsaw. In public appearances, Thaçi 

constantly stated that the land swap was a solution to the status quo eroding Kosovo’s statehood 

(Tcherneva, 2018). This idea would not only give Kosovo recognition by Serbia - albeit never 

having been confirmed formally by the Serbian side - but also would give Kosovo land from 

Serbia which Albanians inhabit.  
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Internally, the land swap idea triggered immense debates and political turmoil in Kosovo. First, 

the idea had not been discussed in Kosovo as Thaçi did not coordinate with the Prime Minister 

or the other members of the Government. This idea had not been debated with his former 

political party (PDK), which was one of the government coalition partners, nor had this issue 

been put for a debate in the Assembly. There was a lack of transparency; it was unclear what 

the content of the idea was; it only provided hints on exchanging the northern part of Kosovo 

around Mitrovica North with towns in southeast Serbia around Preshevo Valley. Integration of 

the Kosovo Serbs and the Brussels Agreements implementation was put on hold as the future 

of the Brussels Dialogue was seriously questioned (Interview 5, 2022).  

The consequences of this agreement have been considered multi-dimensional. First, and most 

importantly, for the EU, it directly threatens the stability of the region. The land swap or any 

potential border changes will have a significant domino effect in already destabilised and 

dysfunctional Bosnia and Herzegovina and potentially in North Macedonia. In general, it 

would pave the way for those who believe there is ‘unfinished business from the 1990s’ in the 

Western Balkans to seek territorial solutions (Dempsey, 2018). Second, the land swap 

alternative did not explore the implications of this solution on the Kosovo Serbs residing in the 

southern part of Kosovo – which enjoy some degree of integration in the Kosovo system. 

Furthermore, it would require the Ahtisaari Plan to be reviewed – particularly the part on the 

political rights of the Serbian minority in Kosovo – such as the double majority and reserved 

seats in the Assembly because of the decrease in the percentage of the Kosovo Serb population 

as a result of this agreement (Rossi, 2018; Sewer, 2018). Third, this solution would undermine 

the idea of Kosovo as a multi-ethnic state established on liberal values, a state in which 

minorities are guaranteed their rights and offered inclusion rather than a solution imposing 

blatant ethnic-driven exclusion. Lastly, the solution did not derive from a deliberative process. 

Thus, it did not enjoy popular support. As such, it was not only challenging to implement, but 

it would also not be sustainable and potentially trigger conflicts in Kosovo (Bajrami, 2018).  

The land swap idea had been implicitly embraced by the HR/VP Frederica Mogherini and the 

Enlargement Commissioner Johannes Hahn, both seeking a significant breakthrough and 

success at the end of their mandate (Barigazzi, 2018). France, led by President Emmanuel 

Macron, expressed mild interest in the Western Balkans and declared that it supported any idea 

coming from and accepted by the parties. On the other hand, Germany, led by Angela Merkel 

– afraid of the domino effect in Bosnia and Herzegovina and concerned more about the stability 

of the region – had been vocally against the land swap (Caliva Sergio, 2018). With the EU 
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member states deeply divided about the form of the final solution between Kosovo and Serbia, 

facing a crisis of trust and cooperation between the EU institutions in Brussels (EU 

Commission and EEAS) and the member states, the EU and the member states lacking vision 

about the region and the enlargement process, going through elections on the EU level, the 

Brussels Dialogue was entirely out of control leaving a leadership gap to be filled by the U.S. 

special envoy for the Kosovo-Serbia Dialogue (Pancevski and Hinshaw, 2018). Fearing a threat 

to stability, Germany took a leading role bypassing the EU in Brussels led by Mogherini and 

Hahn, mobilised other EU member states that opposed the idea and called for a Berlin Summit 

in June 2019, and tried to encourage France to reach the same level event with all Western 

Balkans leaders in Paris in the fall of 2019 (DW, 2019). By kicking the EU out of its process, 

Germany attempted to derail the agreement, thus preventing it from taking place in the margins 

of the EU. The land swap idea highlighted the division between the Trump Administration and 

Germany; the Trump Administration, under its leadership of the process in 2019 – 2020, 

brokered three agreements between Kosovo and Serbia – one even taking place at the White 

House and signed by President Trump (Muharremi, 2021). The relations between the critical 

geopolitical actors are further deconstructed in the upcoming chapter.  

The land swap idea did not come to fruition. Still, the impact of this idea floating around for 

almost two years had a detrimental impact on the progress of the Brussels Dialogue and the 

agreements reached within the framework of this process.  One of the reasons this solution was 

not concluded with an agreement is the political constellation and the strong opposition 

internally leading to institutional, constitutional, and political crisis in Kosovo (Simić, 2018). 

The following section examines the quest to find a ‘constructive’ government that fits the 

Brussels Dialogue.  

4.4. Political and Country Transformation vis-à-vis Brussels 
Dialogue  

Three sets of challenges have immensely affected the state-building trajectory in Kosovo. The 

internal one is dominated by the debate about what kind of state Kosovo aspires to be; the 

regional one is mainly driven by the good neighbourly relations pushed by the EU; and the 

international is one of the biggest concerns which is related to finding its way in and 

international order which was in constant geopolitical change.  
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Being structured based on the Ahtisaari Plan, Kosovo – in contrast to other former Yugoslav 

states – is not defined by the ethnic composition of the country, albeit more than 90 per cent 

are of Albanian ethnicity (Kosovo Agency of Statistics, 2011). Kosovo is officially a multi-

ethnic state15. Designed by the international actors involved in the process, Kosovo was set to 

be guided by the principles of non-discrimination and equal protection under the law for all 

communities as set out in the Constitution (‘Constitution of the Republic of Kosovo’, 2008). 

The Ahtisaari Plan foresaw a vast array of rights for non-majority communities. Annex II of 

the Ahtisaari Plan and Chapter I and III of the Constitution of Kosovo treat the rights of 

constitutionally recognised communities in Kosovo, including and specifically the political 

rights – starting from the reserved seats in the parliament (out of 120 seats, 20 are reserved for 

the non-majority communities – 10 for Serbs and 10 for the rest) (Ahtisaari, 2008). Within the 

government, at least two ministerial portfolios are reserved for non-majority communities. In 

addition to this, Ahtisaari introduced the double majority principle, which applies when voting 

on legislation of vital importance to the non-majority communities or changing the constitution 

of Kosovo (Ahtisaari, 2008). This gradually shifted the Brussels Dialogue from the foreign 

policy domain treated in the margins of the foreign policy into a deeply integrated process in 

the internal affairs which gradually imposed obstacles on its ability to be a functional state. 

Internally, the implementation of the Ahtisaari Plan has been challenging for the newly 

established state as it built its institutions from scratch. One of the biggest challenges was the 

accommodation of the Serb community, who not only refused to accept the Ahtisaari Plan – 

though it provided them with extensive rights - but also the Government of Kosovo. The 

Serbian community backed by the Government of Serbia created parallel institutions in Kosovo 

which retained the Serbian education system – curricula of the lower education and the 

University of North Mitrovica – the healthcare system, the social and pension system, the 

currency, the courts, civil protection/security, even municipalities (Montanaro, 2009). The 

presence and influence of the Serbian Government in Kosovo has been further cemented 

through the major local Serbian party – the Serbian List/Lista Srpska (SL) – which remains the 

only political party representing the Serbs in the Kosovo institutions. The SL is essentially 

completely controlled by the ruling party in Serbia – the Serbian Progressive Party – led by the 

President Vučić.  

 
15 The recognised ethnic groups in Kosovo: Albanians, Serbs, Bosniaks, Ashkali, Roma, and Gorani  
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The Brussels Agreement of April 2013 represented a pivotal juncture in the political dynamics 

of the political representation of the Kosovo Serbs. For the first time since 2001, it enabled the 

establishment of coherent and cohesive political parties representing Serbs across the entire 

Serb-populated territory of Kosovo, represented by the SL. 

Initially perceived to incorporate Serb political representatives from the northern part of 

Kosovo who were opposed to integration and to give a voice to local Serbs in the Brussels 

Dialogue, the Belgrade-initiated initiative closely aligned with the Serbian Progressive Party 

(SNS) ultimately served as an extension of Serbian authoritarianism. It furthered the stability 

agenda of Vučić, particularly in the northern part of Kosovo (Koha Ditore, 2017). The SL 

evolved into an official political party in 2017 and enjoyed unwavering support from Belgrade. 

It is widely regarded as a proxy entity of the Belgrade regime. Consequently, in the years 

following the Brussels Agreement, through local elections in 2013 and 2017, as well as 

parliamentary elections in 2014, 2017, and 2019, the SL gradually solidified its influence and 

thoroughly reshaped the political landscape of Kosovo Serbs, effectively monopolising it and 

linking it directly to Belgrade. Other political parties or their members either aligned with the 

SL or faced political intimidation due to various pressures and electoral setbacks. Kosovo Serb 

politicians who did not align with the SL were labelled as ethnic traitors, further hindering the 

de facto integration of Serbs in the Kosovo system. A daunting event was the assassination of 

Oliver Ivanović, a Kosovo Serb politician, in 2019. The vice president of the SL, Radoičić, was 

among those indicted for his murder. Ivanović had sought to bridge differences between the 

Serb and Albanian communities in Kosovo. Radoičić had been perceived as a stability partner 

in northern Kosovo, despite his prior involvement in the "civil protection" activity that 

challenged Kosovo's authority in the north. He was also instrumental in mobilizing local Serbs 

when needed to generate instability in northern Kosovo, serving Vučić's stability agenda 

(Mujanović, 2023; Eror, 2023). 

In 2021, Radoičić was sanctioned by the US for his involvement in significant criminal 

activities, including the murder of Oliver Ivanović and the Banjska Monastery attack in 

September 2024. Wounded in the operation, considered a terrorist attack even by the EU, 

Radoičić found refuge in Serbia and continued to be protected by the Vučić regime. This 

operation aimed to challenge Kosovo's authority in the north and had a more detrimental and 

dangerous agenda to destabilise Kosovo and the region (O’Carroll & Borger, 2023). 
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Although Radoičić is no longer part of the SL, Belgrade's support for the dominant Serbian 

political party in Kosovo provides another form of leverage over Kosovo. This party remains 

closely tied to the SNS. Currently, it holds all ten seats reserved for the Serbian minority in the 

Kosovo parliament and all ten mayorships in Serb-majority municipalities in Kosovo, 

effectively dominating institutions in these areas. The SL maintains its monopoly on political 

representation for Serbs through voter intimidation, as well as pressures on opposition 

candidates and their families (Radosavljević & Ničić, 2021). 

Once considered, even by the EU appeasing the stabilitocracy game, as a factor for integration, 

the Serb List played a pivotal role in the recent boycott of local elections in Kosovo. 

Furthermore, it led to the institutional boycott of Kosovo Serb police officers serving in the 

north in December 2022, putting pressure on Kosovo and the EU and regressing the progress 

achieved in the Brussels Dialogue. The Serb List continues to obstruct the integration of local 

Serbs in Kosovo, this time by exerting pressure on new police officers from the Serbian 

community who have joined the Kosovo Police in the northern municipalities, as they have 

been subjected to threats originating from various Serbian online platforms (Bami & 

Stojanovic, 2022). 

Therefore, Serbian state structures perform essential statehood tasks in the territory of Kosovo 

to undermine Kosovo’s statehood, most effectively in the northern part of Kosovo. Thus, a 

large portion of the agreements signed in the framework of the Brussels Dialogue do not deal 

with the relations between Kosovo and Serbia but rather concern one area in Kosovo, the 

unintegrated northern part of Kosovo. This also turned the dialogue between Kosovo and 

Serbia into a dialogue about the internal functioning of Kosovo (Capussela, 2016). 

For instance, the Brussels Agreement obliged Serbia to dismantle parallel institutions operating 

in Kosovo, but the legal ambiguity created space for Serbia to not deliver in this regard. The 

first step was ensuring that the municipalities in the north run by the Serbian parallel institutions 

would be gradually integrated in the Kosovo system (Rashiti and Prelec, 2015). The agreement 

has not only created a legal basis for the establishment of four municipalities in the north such 

as Mitrovica North, Zvecan, Zubin Potok and Leposavic but also foresaw the abolishment of 

the parallel municipalities run by the Serbian government. The agreement also paved the way 

for the first local elections run by the Kosovo authorities to be organized in Kosovo with the 

direct assistance of the Organization for Security Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) mission in 

Kosovo (Local Elections/Establishment of Serb-majority Municipalities, 2013). In the local 
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elections held in 2013, though formally within the Republic of Kosovo, the logo of state 

symbols did not appear in the ballots designated for the local Serbs in Kosovo. In parallel to 

the political participation for Serbs in Kosovo, the Government of Serbia continued to organize 

Serbian elections in Kosovo until April 2022. In April 2022, the Serbian triple elections were 

not allowed to be organised in the territory of Kosovo without the formal request by Serbia 

addressed to the government of Kosovo. This decision did not prevent the participation of the 

Serb citizens in Kosovo holding Serbian citizenship in the elections, but rather requested the 

voting to take place following the rules for out of country voting instead. This decision has 

been criticised by the Quint16 members in an official statement (UK Government, 2022)  

Another important element of the agreement showcased the security approach of the EU aiming 

to deliver on the rule of law in the northern part of Kosovo. The points that required the 

dismantling of Serbian parallel structures - security, policing, and justice structures - aimed to 

pave the way for Kosovo authorities to extend their presence and gradually work on 

consolidating and strengthening the rule of law in the north. Thus, it was aiming at the overall 

removal of the Serbia-run institutions in Kosovo. From the security and rule of law perspective, 

three points of the agreement have been dedicated to the integration of the police officers’ part 

of the Serbian Ministry of Interior and the Civil Protection units to the Kosovo Police (Brussels 

Agreement/Police, 2013). Recognising the Kosovo Police as the sole law enforcement 

institution in the north has been considered a milestone given the level of sensitivity. Similarly, 

the Judicial (Brussels Agreement/Judicial 2013) component occupied a large scope of attention. 

The regulation and the activity of judicial bodies and courts in the north of Kosovo set out the 

basis for the establishment of the Kosovo judicial system in the north. Though the Brussels 

Agreement foresees a gradual integration of these important institutions into the Kosovo-run 

system/framework, the integration has been partial leaving the process halfway completed as 

the dialogue has stagnated leading to uncertainty and instability in the north. Serbia continues 

to exert influence in Kosovo through the costly and complicated network of the parallel 

structures/institutions it maintains with the justification of the lack of implementation of the 

Agreement on the Association/Community of the Serbian municipalities (Beysoylu, 2018). In 

2022, all the progress reached as a result has been shattered. The decision of the local Serbs to 

collectively leave the Kosovo institutions has caused regress in the already limited results 

reached in the timespan of ten years. The decision of the Kosovo Serbs to leave the Kosovo 

 
16 Members of the Quint: France, Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, and the United States. 
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Policy, the local municipalities, and the boycott of the extra ordinary municipal elections 

organised in the framework of the Kosovo system has sent strong indication that the situation 

is going back to the status-quo prior to the 2012. Thus, limiting further achievements in the 

Brussels Dialogue despite the heavy shuttle diplomacy involvement of the EU and the US. As 

the moment of writing, in May 2023, the situation escalated in the northern part of Kosovo. 

This not only froze the functionality of already fragile local institutions in the north but also 

activated the KFOR mission as per 1244 for the first time in after war Kosovo taking full 

responsibility for security in the north (Begisholli and Isufi, 2023). Internally, this situation is 

a regress for Kosovo to a situation of pre 2012 status-quo which predicts not only an unstable 

phase but also risk of further internal deterioration of the political situation.  

Externally, during the first two years after Kosovo declared independence, over sixty countries 

recognized Kosovo; today the figure is 117 according to the Kosovo’s Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs. Without full international recognition Kosovo remains an ‘unfinished project’. The ICJ 

decision (2010) advisory opinion, did not provide a boost in international recognition; for 

instance, Spain remains equally sceptic even after the ICJ decision. The Brussels Dialogue 

(2011) further complicated Kosovo’s quest for international diplomatic recognitions and 

membership in multilateral cooperation mechanisms. The pressure to recognize Kosovo from 

Cyprus, Greece, Romania, Slovakia, and Spain was alleviated with the Brussels Dialogue 

ongoing (Newman and Visoka, 2018). For instance, Greece, Slovakia and to some extent 

Romania have developed communication with Kosovo without formal recognition. These 

countries have constantly used the Brussels Dialogue as the only process that would persuade 

them to consider diplomatic recognition for Kosovo, however, they did not offer any guarantee 

for recognition by the end of the process (Interview 14, 2022; Interview 11, 2023).  

As Kosovo was seeking diplomatic recognitions, Serbia launched a de-recognition campaign 

– similarly to the China versus Taiwan case. Serbia has managed to reduce the number of 

recognitions for Kosovo – the number remains unclear – and further strengthened its narrative 

on changing the reality on the ground. Moreover, it reduced Kosovo’s ability to gain 

membership in multilateral mechanisms as most of them require two-thirds majority for 

membership such as in the case of Kosovo’s failure to join UNESCO in 2015 (Guardian, 2015) 

and Interpol in 2018 (RFE/RL, 2018). Regional integration for Kosovo remained elusive 

despite being sponsored predominantly by the EU and the Footnote Agreement that Kosovo 

had signed to pave the way for regional integration. Serbia continued its destructive approach 

toward Kosovo – in some cases using Republika Srpska within Bosnia and Herzegovina to 
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block Kosovo regionally. On the other hand, Kosovo imposed tariffs on imports from Serbia 

as a means to implement trade reciprocity (100%) tariffs on goods from Serbia and Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, clearly violating the rules of the Central European Free Trade Agreement 

(CEFTA) (CEFTA, 2006).  

Even the re-engagement of Kosovo in the Brussels Dialogue in 2023, for instance, did not 

manage to have a political impact on the non-recognisers. The Kosovo Government has 

repeatedly requested that the agreement contain specific points which indicate a softened 

approach of the non-recognisers. The EU special representative for the Brussels Dialogue has 

made efforts to ensure support from the non-recognisers. However, the reality on the ground 

shows no indication of the Brussels Dialogue impacting the political decision of the individual 

member states, not even the case Greece or Slovakia which are considered soft non-recognisers 

(Interview 14, 2022; Interview 11, 2023).  

4.4.1.Brussels Dialogue as a Source of Political (in)Stability in 
Kosovo  

Since 2008 when the process of state and institution building started, the governments in 

Kosovo still needed to finish their full four-year mandate; between 2014 and 2021, Kosovo had 

seven governments. The political instability and deep polarization are a phenomenon deeply 

connected with the events occurring in the framework of the Brussels Dialogue. While Kosovo 

changed governments, power rotated between the same parties that were in power or shared 

the power in coalitions. The PDK of Hashim Thaçi remained in power for the most extended 

period, with Thaçi in different positions, such as the Prime Minister, Deputy Prime Minister, 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, and the President. Thus, he was a stable leader backed by a 

relatively strong political party.  

The Brussels Dialogue was accompanied by severe political crisis and turmoil in Kosovo. The 

political instability started with the Agreement of 2013 signed by Hashim Thaçi, marking the 

first event triggering consecutive political crises resulting in snap elections and the ousting of 

five governments from 2013 – 2020. Shortly after signing the Brussels Agreement in 2013, 

Thaçi initiated a no-confidence motion that ousted the government he was leading. This left 

the implementation of the Brussels Agreement and the General Principles (2015) to be signed 

by the upcoming Prime Minister of Kosovo, Isa Mustafa of the Kosovo Democratic League 

(LDK), governing in coalition with the Democratic Party of Kosovo (PDK) and Thaçi as his 

deputy and foreign minister of Kosovo. This stripped Thaçi of the responsibility to implement 

the agreement he negotiated and keep his party in the governing coalition until the president’s 
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office could complete his political cycle. Thus, immediately after being elected as the President 

of Kosovo in 2016 amid protests and teargas in the Assembly, Thaçi once again ousted the 

government, leading the country to yet another snap parliamentary election in 2017 (Bytyci, 

2017).  

In 2017, both Kosovo and Serbia held elections, while nationalist narratives prevailed, and the 

implementation of the agreements was significantly impacted. In January 2017, Vučić 

inaugurated the train connection from Belgrade to Mitrovica North. The Russian-made train 

was heavily decorated with large images of Serbian Orthodox religious icons from famous 

monasteries in Kosovo, with messages reading ‘Kosovo is Serbia’ in various languages (BBC 

News, 2017). Vučić aimed for the train to enter Kosovo, but the special police units in Kosovo 

barricaded the north in cooperation with the NATO mission in Kosovo (KFOR). This event 

almost sparked another conflict between Kosovo and Serbia while the Brussels Dialogue was 

expected to resume. The EU heavily depended on the political will and the stability provided 

by Vučić and Serbia, which is considered the only country in the Western Balkans with the 

power to destabilise the region (Karnitschnig, 2016). Thus, perpetuating the (in)stability cycle, 

which is present and even more relevant to date (2023).  

With the elections upcoming in both countries in 2017, the implementation of the agreements 

predominantly depended on whether the newly elected leaders would embrace the new reality. 

The Brussels Dialogue was thus put on hold. In Serbia, the election only cemented Vučić’s 

already strong position internally; in Kosovo, the 2017 election saw Vetëvendosje emerge as 

the single largest party, doubling its results from the 2014 election. Dissatisfaction with the 

outcome of the Brussels Dialogue led to decreased electoral support for the PDK and LDK. 

However, at the eleventh hour, a grand pre-election coalition between PDK-AAK-NISMA has 

once again kept the old ruling elite in power by joining forces against the emerging power of 

Vetëvendosje (Avdyli, 2017). At this point, for the international community in Kosovo, it was 

crucial to have a government committed to implementing the Association Agreement and 

remaining a partner in the dialogue (EEAS, 2017). Thus, the EU searched for the ‘political 

stability’ that Vučić was establishing in Serbia, regardless of the democratic backsliding and 

elements of state capture that the EU Commission bluntly mentioned in its country reports for 

Serbia and Kosovo. Following the elections, President Thaçi of Kosovo and President Vučić of 

Serbia reengaged. in the negotiations. The Brussels Dialogue moved to the presidents’ level 

with Thaçi and Vučić deemed constructive partners best equipped to lead the process (Kosova 

Democratic Institute KDI, 2018). 
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Dissatisfaction was mounting within the EU and Serbia regarding Kosovo’s delayed 

establishment of the Association/Community. The possibility of establishing the Association 

increased dissatisfaction in Kosovo towards President Thaçi and the unstable Government 

(Morina, 2018). The government was constantly facing the political blackmail of the Serbian 

List, threatening to boycott Kosovo institutions (Popova and Gashi, 2018). On the other hand, 

the opposition gaining more public support was strongly opposed to establishing the 

Association. (International Institute for Middle East and Balkan Studies, 2018). Endemic levels 

of corruption as assessed by the EU country report 2018 (EU Commission, 2018), by the 

corruption perception index of Transparency International (in 2018 Kosovo from 85 moved to 

93, decreasing by 37 points) (Corruption Perceptions Index - Kosovo, 2018), further increased 

the pressure on the political elite in Kosovo.  

While the EU attempted to resume the Brussels Dialogue with Thaçi and Vučić, tensions were 

increasing in northern Kosovo. The assassination of Oliver Ivanović – a prominent Serb 

politician speaking up against organised crime and for reconciliation within Kosovo – in 2018 

marked another crisis in the process (MacDowall, 2018; Morina, 2018). This put the Brussels 

Dialogue on hold as the lack of rule of law and limited access of the Kosovo authorities in the 

north called for EULEX involvement without any particular result in the investigation. As the 

tension was mounting in Kosovo, the Government of Serbia was organising meetings with 

Kosovo Serbs to gather inputs for the Brussels Dialogue. In March 2018, the unapproved visit 

of Marko Djuric, who was leading the Office for Kosovo within the Government of Serbia, led 

to his arrest by the Special Police of Kosovo. Even though his arrest took place in the northern 

part of Kosovo, he was dragged through Pristina as a show of power in response to Serbian 

intrusion in the northern part of Kosovo (MacDowall, 2018). The tensions in the northern part 

of Kosovo, the inability to resume the Brussels Dialogue and the lack of implementation of the 

Brussels Agreement, made the integration of the north into the Kosovo system even more 

distant (Deutsche Welle, 2018)  

4.4.2.The Quest to Find a Government that Fits the Brussels 
Dialogue 

Each election process/cycle in Kosovo had one buzzword: the Brussels Dialogue. The EU 

viewed all events through the lens of the Brussels Dialogue; essential documents such as the 

Enlargement Strategy for the Western Balkans in 2018 mentioned Kosovo predominantly about 

the Dialogue and the importance of paving the way for EU integration for Serbia (European 

Council, 2018) Thus, every election process resembled a mission to find a constructive partner 
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to stay committed to the Dialogue. The importance of reforms was constantly overshadowed 

by the need to implement the Brussels Agreement and engage in the Brussels Dialogue (Isufi, 

2019). 

From 2018 to 2020, Kosovo’s political elite was highly divided, leaving Kosovo without a 

unified voice in the Brussels Dialogue. During this period, the Brussels Dialogue was stalled, 

leaving a gap for the U.S. to take control of the process (Rettman and Krasniqi, 2020). President 

Thaçi established his line of representation alongside the U.S., running a parallel process 

(Bergmann, Cicarelli and Lamond, 2020). A government side-lined by the President pushing 

for an acceptable alternative for Kosovo pushed Haradinaj to introduce the 100% tax as a trade 

embargo against Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina (Sopi and Morina, 2019). This event 

raised tensions with Serbia and put the negotiations on hold. Haradinaj called it ‘emergency 

brakes’ to stop the land swap idea (BBC Hardtalk with Haradinaj, 2018). Internally, Kosovo 

was highly polarised in relation to the Brussels-led Dialogue or even the parallel one facilitated 

by the representative of President Trump (Delauney, 2018). The fall of 2019 would find Kosovo 

– once again - without a government when Prime Minister Haradinaj resigned after being sent 

an invitation for questioning by the Special Court (Parliament, 2020). Kosovo plunged into 

another political crisis and another election process, leaving the President as the only legitimate 

representative of Kosovo, enjoying his mandate and the right to represent Kosovo 

internationally (BBC News, 2019; Reuters, 2019). 

The quest was to find a government which would be constructive in the Dialogue with Serbia 

and close the deal. The elections of 2019 reflected the disappointment of the citizens of Kosovo 

toward parties ruling with questioned legitimacy from 2017 to 2019. The government would 

be formed by two parties holding diametrically different positions toward the Brussels 

Dialogue; it was difficult for the LDK under whose leadership the General Principles (2015) 

had been negotiated, thus bringing the Association to its final form (Szpala, 2016), to rule with 

Vetëvendosje which rejected the same deal by using teargas in the Assembly to disrupt its work 

while debating this deal (Delauney, 2015). It took nearly three months to form the government 

led by Albin Kurti (Emini, 2020a), who was immediately put under pressure to lift the 100% 

tax toward Serbia and resume negotiations with Serbia regardless of the need to stabilise the 

country after years of political crisis internally and missed opportunities to work on the 

democratisation and reforms (Conley and Saric, 2021). 

In the quest to find a government fit to continue the Dialogue with Serbia, the pressure on the 

new government of Kosovo increased. Kosovo continued to have two diametrically opposing 
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tracks on the Dialogue. President Thaçi pursued the idea of a land swap in a process under the 

facilitation of the Trump Administration through the Special Envoy for Kosovo – Serbia 

Dialogue, Richard Grenell (Joseph, 2020). This phase marked an unprecedented increase of the 

role of stabilitocrats in the Brussels Dialogue, with both Vučić and Thaçi being the chosen ones 

to pursue an agenda that, albeit unclear, was considered to have the potential to destabilise the 

entire region.  

 On the other hand, Kurti is trying to build a process from scratch, disregarding the previous 

agreements and the reality on the ground shaped by the Brussels Dialogue (Parrock, 2020). 

Kurti was reluctant to join the negotiations led by the U.S. exploring the alternative, so he 

openly rejected (RTK, 2020; Bami and Isufi, 2020). The EU had already completed the election 

cycle and appointed Miroslav Lajčák as the special envoy for Kosovo - Serbia Dialogue 

(European Council, 2020). Lajčák was a partner for Kurti because of his opposition to the land 

swap idea threatening the stability of the EU. However, it was rejected openly by Thaçi, who 

questioned the suitability of the former Slovak Foreign Minister because he came from a non-

recognising country (Prishtina Insight, 2020). This marked the first explicit fissures between 

the EU and President Thaçi – once considered a partner in the dialogue.  

When Kurti came to power, immense political pressure followed – mainly led by the U.S. and 

the EU – to lift the 100% tax against Serbia and pave the way for the Brussels Dialogue to 

resume (Mehmetaj, 2020). Though Kurti lifted the 100% tax and replaced it with full 

reciprocity against Serbia – this option was not considered good enough to convince Serbia to 

travel to Washington DC to finalise the agreement with Kosovo (RFE/RL’s Balkan Service, 

2020). Under pressure from the U.S., Kosovo’s governing partners were divided on how 

Kosovo should treat the U.S. requests. Thus, under a Thaçi-led initiative and with the support 

of the U.S. Embassy in Kosovo, on the 25th of March 2020, the Government was ousted for not 

being a ‘good partner for Dialogue’ only after 50 days after coming to power ( Economist, 

2020). Instead of elections – because of the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions but also using 

the Constitutional Court decision, which gives the right to form the government to whichever 

party or coalition that has the majority, the LDK entered into coalition with AAK, NISMA and 

the Srpska Lista,  President Thaçi mandated Avdullah Hoti to form the government (EU 

Commission, 2020; Office of the President of the Republic of Kosovo, 2020). 

The new government, paired with President Thaçi, brought together the old ruling elite, part of 

the Brussels Dialogue, in different phases. Hoti was a partner for Thaçi and ready to support 

the agreement facilitated by the U.S and negotiated by Thaçi and Vučić (Emini, 2020; Walker 



 133 

et al., 2020). As the parties were preparing for the Washington Agreement to take life, under 

serious fears and uncertainty of what the agreement would have for content, the Kosovo 

Specialist Chambers published an indictment against President Thaçi, leading to his resignation 

and his detention in The Hague (BBC News, 2020; Kosovo Specialist Chambers, 2020). 

President Thaçi - the leader in the process who had the institutional memory in the Brussels 

Dialogue and also led Kosovo through the U.S. negotiated phase was out of the game (Pineles, 

2020).  

Hoti, as the Prime Minister of Kosovo, was the next leader considered a partner showing 

political will to sign the agreement negotiated by Thaçi. Thus, in September 2020, the 

Washington Accords were signed in the White House (International Crisis Group, 2021; 

Fetahu, 2021; Morina, 2020; Bechev, 2020). The agreement and its content are further 

elaborated in the next chapter, which deconstructs the role of the U.S. in the process. Hoti also 

resumed the Brussels Dialogue through two video conferences, under the initiative of President 

Macron of France Government (Kosovo Govenrment/ Office of Prime Minister, 2020) and the 

EU Special Envoy for the Kosovo – Serbia Dialogue albeit without a clear timeframe and 

objectives (Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations, 2020; 

Lorne Cook, 2020). 

Since Hoti’s government was considered illegitimate by the Vetëvendosje, it sent a request to 

the Constitutional Court to review its mandate (Constitutional Court, 2020) – especially about 

the mandate of one member of the parliament who voted for the Government and who was 

convicted of a crime and thus his mandate should have been discontinued (Braun and Tërnava, 

2021). The Court ruled the new government was unconstitutional, and new elections were 

called for in February 2021. More than 50 per cent of Kosovo’s electorate supported 

Vetëvendosje (Central Election Commission, 2021), giving the party complete control of the 

Assembly, the Government, and the Presidency in coalition with Vjosa Osmani from the Guxo 

party. Kosovo has established a new political elite which did not include any parties that have 

governed since 2000 and were previously active in the Brussels Dialogue (Bami and Isufi, 

2021).  

Since becoming Prime Minister, Kurti has been criticised for building the narrative that there 

is no urgency to work on the Brussels Dialogue. Though his government has been working on 

internal reforms, the Brussels Dialogue is a priority for the EU and his lack of political will to 

engage in the process and implement the agreements signed has led his government to be cast 

as an unconstructive party in the process (Ilse, 2021). This makes the new government 
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vulnerable to pressure and threatens the country's political stability. Since the first meeting 

between Kurti and Vučić in July 2021, the Brussels Dialogue has faced multiple crises and has 

not made any significant progress.  

Despite initially stating that the Brussels Dialogue was not a top priority for his government, 

Kurti found himself thrown into this process. As a political figure who strongly opposed the 

concept of ‘stabilitocracy’ and criticised the approach of Thaçi and Vučić in the negotiation 

process, Kurti sought to establish his stance as well as new rules. However, several challenges 

were associated with his involvement in the Brussels Dialogue. Firstly, his opposition portrayed 

him as destructive and accused him of making unrealistic demands on Kosovo’s behalf since 

the start of the Brussels Dialogue in 2011. This criticism was used against him during the 

negotiation process. Secondly, while in opposition, Kurti had promised not to meet with Vučić 

unless Serbia recognised Kosovo and was held accountable for war crimes. However, he 

engaged in the negotiation process without securing recognition, failing to deliver on 

expectations and promises made to his electorate. Thirdly, Kurti lacked previous experience 

and involvement in the process. Although this signalled a fresh start, his government inherited 

agreements that he was then responsible for implementing, such as the 

Association/Community, even though it went against his own political will. For the West, eager 

to find a government compatible with the Brussels Dialogue, a political leader considered 

destructive in the past was posing many challenges. A similar atmosphere was also detected in 

Serbia, with Vučić facing the unknown as a new counterpart from Kosovo was taking over the 

process. Hence, his appointment faced a lukewarm reaction, with some fearing the complete 

failure of the Brussels Dialogue.  

During his involvement in the Brussels Dialogue, Kurti faced significant pressure regarding 

establishing the Association/Community. However, Kurti had a different agenda. As certain 

agreements, such as those concerning IDs and car registration plates, were approaching their 

expiration dates, there was a call for their renegotiation. Despite requests from the EU and the 

U.S. to postpone the decision on imposing reciprocity, Kurti took a firm stance against Serbia’s 

imposition of reciprocity, leading to two escalations of the situation in northern Kosovo. This 

was surprising, particularly for the U.S. leadership, as they were not accustomed to 

experiencing friction with the Kosovo Government, especially regarding matters related to the 

Brussels Dialogue. Kurti’s defiance sparked internal debates, resulting in lukewarm bilateral 

relations between Kosovo and the U.S. In response, the U.S. refrained from holding high-level 

bilateral meetings with Kosovo until Kurti demonstrated commitment to the Brussels Dialogue. 
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In his efforts to establish a position in the northern part of Kosovo and actively participate in 

the Brussels Dialogue, Kurti followed the footsteps of his predecessors by playing the stability 

card. Two consecutive police interventions took place in the northern part of Kosovo, leading 

to erecting barricades and causing a roadblock, paralysing the infrastructural links between the 

north and the rest of Kosovo. This led to immediate mobilisation by the EU and NATO. NATO 

reaffirmed its commitment to providing security in Kosovo based on its mandate security by 

Resolution 1244, while the EU engaged in shuttle diplomacy to bring the parties together for 

negotiations. The war in Ukraine heightened the sensitivity and securitisation of the Kosovo-

Serbia issue, increasing the desperation of the EU and the U.S. for stability in the Western 

Balkans. With international media speculating about the possibility of another war in Europe, 

the response to the situation on the ground became more robust. Several meetings between 

Vučić and Kurti took place, and the first breakthrough occurred in 2022 with the agreement on 

IDs and a temporary postponement of the issue regarding car registration plates. In 2023, driven 

by security concerns, the EU and the U.S. succeeded in getting Kurti and Vučić to reach an 

agreement known as the Brussels Arrangement in February 2023. Subsequently, an action plan 

was formulated and agreed upon in Ohrid in March 2023. At the time of writing, negotiations 

between the parties involved occur amid relatively calm conditions on the ground. 

Meanwhile, Kosovo organised local elections in the northern part of the country intending to 

replace mayors who had resigned in protest against the treatment by the Government of 

Kosovo. However, the local Serbs boycotted the elections, resulting in the election of Albanian 

mayors in the northern four municipalities. This reversal of progress made in the Brussels 

Dialogue triggered protests and heightened tensions in northern Kosovo. The decision by Kurti 

to intervene in the north allowed Vučić to divert attention from one of the major political crises 

in Serbia - the large-scale protests against his rule and state capture. In May 2023, as Vučić 

faced significant demonstrations in Belgrade, tensions escalated in the north, leading to one of 

the most severe security crises, with KFOR/NATO troops being attacked by protesters. These 

further heightened tensions and securitised the Brussels Dialogue, resulting in increased 

pressure from the U.S. and the EU on Kosovo to de-escalate the situation while turning a blind 

eye to Vučić’s autocratic rule and his blatant use of the Kosovo issue to divert public attention 

from the protests. In September 2023, a significant escalation in tensions unfolded, primarily 

triggered by the attack on Banjska Monastery in northern Kosovo. This incident not only 

heightened concerns regarding the presence of informal armed Serbian forces in Kosovo but 

also raised the spectre of a potential conflict, as reports indicated the movement of the Serbian 
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army near the Kosovo border. Intensive negotiations are currently underway between Kosovo 

and Serbia, with the objective of addressing a critical security gap and persuading the Kosovo 

government to engage constructively in the negotiation process. Meanwhile, the EU has 

continued to display a degree of leniency toward Serbia, making efforts to accommodate its 

requests in the hopes of averting similar situations in the future. 

4.5. Brussels Dialogue: the EU Integration Avenue for Kosovo 
and Serbia  

The EU’s role in helping facilitate the Brussels Dialogue clearly illustrates how the promise of 

EU integration can drive conflict resolution. The Dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia 

represents one of the most unique cases in which promoting good neighbourly relations and 

settling bilateral disputes became a much-emphasized precondition for enlargement. The 

European Commission, for instance, made it unequivocally clear: ‘The EU cannot and will not 

import bilateral disputes and the instability they can entail’ (European Commission, 2019). This 

attitude of the EU and its member states was emphasised initially in 2011 when the EU 

facilitated the dialogue aiming at normalisation between the parties and promoting stability in 

the region. Moreover, the dispute between Kosovo and Serbia seriously impacts the progress 

of the two countries and the entire region toward the EU.  

After Serbia showcased its interest in joining the EU through its formal membership 

application, the EU strategically used the dialogue to motivate Serbia to enter the formal 

dialogue under the auspices of the EU. Thus, since 2011, instead of the EU integration reform 

framed as the Copenhagen Criteria – the Brussels Dialogue became an important avenue 

through which the EU has set the pace of EU integration for Serbia. The first decision to 

formally link the Dialogue with the EU integration process was taken in 2011. In October 2011, 

the EU Commission recommended giving the status of the candidate country to Serbia. 

However, the positive opinion granted by the EU Commission did not get the support of the 

EU Council, which – under the influence of Germany – postponed the decision to open 

accession talks with Serbia for 2012 (European Commission, 2012). Germany pushed the 

decision to grant the candidate status to Serbia until it formally included the Dialogue between 

Kosovo and Serbia into the EU conditionality package for both countries.  

Before granting the carrot of ‘candidate status’, the EU conditioned Serbia with a set of deals 

signed between Kosovo and Serbia in the framework of the technical dialogue. These 

agreements include sensitive issues such as the Integrated Border/Boundary Management and 
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the so-called footnote agreement, which regulated the representation of Kosovo in the regional 

fora. As a reward for its constructive approach to Serbia, the EU officially granted candidate 

status to Serbia in spring 2012 (Blagojevic, 2017). This transaction gradually overshadowed 

the importance of democratic reforms and the Copenhagen criteria. The next milestone in 

Serbia’s EU integration path occurred in 2014, immediately after the Brussels Agreement in 

2013, which was considered a historic moment for the EU and the Western Balkans. The 

decision to open accession negotiations for Serbia in 2014 further emphasised the fact that the 

EU has gradually conditioned the EU accession for Serbia with a visible and sustainable 

improvement in relations with Kosovo (Bobić, 2016). 

The link between the conditionality through reforms and the good-neighbourly relations 

element further deepened as Serbia moved further with the accession negotiation process and 

opened structured cooperation in the framework of the EU integration process. The opening of 

accession negotiations with Serbia paved the way for cooperation between the EU and Serbia 

in what was then structured in 35 Chapters. Each Chapter contained detailed reforms covering 

a wide range of issues requested by the EU to be fulfilled by Serbia. Solving the issue with 

Kosovo occupied Chapter 35, which is listed under ‘the other issues.’ This chapter includes 

miscellaneous issues that might arise during the negotiations but are not covered under any 

other negotiating chapter. Kosovo is also discussed in Chapters 23 and 24, which are crucial 

for the rule of law and justice reforms from the perspective of regional security cooperation  

(Milačić, 2020 ).  

Similarly, the Brussels Agreement has been perceived as a turning point unlocking Kosovo’s 

path toward the EU, providing a strong positive impetus to the EU integration process for 

Kosovo. Nevertheless, the trajectory of Kosovo toward the EU after the Brussels Agreement 

was not similar to that of Serbia; the Brussels Agreement did not unlock the EU perspective 

for Kosovo to the same extent as for Serbia. In the case of Kosovo, progress was seriously 

hampered by the fact that Kosovo does not enjoy full international statehood recognition. Even 

though the EU is leading a dialogue process between Kosovo and Serbia, its position in relation 

to Kosovo remains complex due to the lack of recognition by the five EU non-recognizers. 

Furthermore, due to the lack of coherence and alignment amongst EU member states toward 

Kosovo, the EU is not in a position to formally demand that Serbia recognise Kosovo. This 

creates significant obstacles in the EU integration process for Kosovo, not only creating the 
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perception of power asymmetry but also making the EU integration process formally 

impossible for Kosovo.17  

Despite these differences in the approach toward Kosovo, the EU has managed to find a way 

to at least sign the Stabilisation Association Process with Kosovo. The Brussels Agreement 

created a solid basis for the negotiations between Kosovo and the EU, aiming to sign the 

Stabilisation Association Agreement (SAA), which is considered to be the first concrete and 

contractual step in the path toward EU integration. This was the ‘road map’ for Kosovo’s 

European Integration tied to the immensely complex process of normalization of relations with 

Serbia (Dessus, et al., 2017). Hence, marking the first linkage between the reforms related to 

Copenhagen criteria with the good neighbourly relation element. The SAA for Kosovo, 

however, was made possible through yet another creative ambiguity strategy of the EU; aiming 

to bypass the five non-recognizers, the SAA for Kosovo was agreed to be signed in 2015 by 

the EU acting as a separate legal entity as provided in the term of the Lisbon Treaty, instead of 

having the SAA approved by each individual member state. This, once again, created a quick 

fix easing the situation, but failed to find a sustainable long-term solution and address the 

elephant in the room – the recognition issue. 

Due to the five non-recognizers and following the conclusion of the SAA, the Council stated: 

None of the terms, wording or definition used in this Decision and the 
attached text of the Agreement, nor any recourse to all the necessary legal 
bases for the conclusion of the Agreement, constitute recognition of 
Kosovo as an independent State, nor does it constitute recognition by the 
individual Member States of Kosovo in that capacity where they have not 
previously taken such a step (European Commission, 2016). 

In the case of both Kosovo and Serbia, the Brussels agreement was believed to have provided 

an impetus in the EU integration process, thus speeding up the integration trajectory. While this 

was expected to be the case, implementing the Brussels Agreement and the prioritization of 

stability over reforms by the EU created opportunities for the local elites to engage in a 

stabilitocracy cycle (Djolai & Nechev, 2018). 

4.6. Conclusion 
The findings of the chapter show the multi frontal impact that the Brussels Dialogue has had 

on shaping reality on the ground. The Brussels dialogue has impacted on the internal 

 
17 Kosovo cannot formally apply for EU membership due to legal obstacles caused by all EU member states' 
lack of full recognition.    



 139 

functioning of the country and gradually turned the process – once again – into a negotiation 

about the final status of Kosovo and not orientated towards the normalization of relations 

between two equal parties at the table.  

The reality on the ground was that the Brussels Dialogue was not focused on the normalization 

of the relations between Kosovo and Serbia, but rather a conflict prevention exercise designed 

to prevent the parties from returning to the conflict of the 1990s. With the EU lacking a clear 

time frame, basic principles, and clear goals in the process, the parties have engaged in 

stabilitocracy, thus engaging in state capture using the EU tools and an EU led process. The 

EU incremental approach and the constructive ambiguity did not lead the process toward a 

desirable and acceptable end. On the contrary, it further polarised the parties by feeding 

completely and diametrically opposing attitudes and narratives.  

The research findings demonstrate that the Brussels Dialogue faces a significant limitation due 

to the approach of the EU which relies on constructive ambiguity. This approach has made it 

challenging to implement the agreements signed in Brussels and has provided an easy 

justification for the lack of implementation, often due to a lack of genuine political will to 

engage in the process. Instead of fostering trust, this approach has allowed the parties involved 

to develop different narratives for their respective constituents and claim success in the process. 

The lack of transparency and inclusivity in the process has given leaders the opportunity to 

establish themselves as the sole “partner” in the Dialogue, promoting autocratic tendencies and 

obstructing democratic reforms, which contradicts the EU’s mission in the Western Balkans. 

Despite a decade of utilising the same strategy without clear and tangible results, the 

normalization process has resorted to exploring risky alternatives, such as the potential land 

swap, albeit unofficially within the framework of the Brussels Dialogue.  

The Brussels Dialogue has interfered with the state-building process in Kosovo causing 

significant challenges, categorized into three main sets. Firstly, there are internal challenges 

revolving around the impact that the agreements reached in the Brussels Dialogue impact the 

internal functioning of Kosovo. Secondly, it looks at the regional challenges which arise from 

the emphasis placed by the EU on fostering good neighbourly relations among countries in the 

region. Lastly, there are international challenges stemming from Kosovo’s need to navigate 

within a rapidly changing international order characterized by geopolitical shifts. The Brussels 

Dialogue contributed to the limitations Kosovo has faced in consolidating its international 

status by channelling its fate through Serbia. Likewise is the case of Kosovo’s European 

Integration.  
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The implications of the Brussels Agreement especially the elements on the 

Association/Community have had a detrimental impact on shaping reality on the ground. In 

Kosovo, the political crisis caused by these agreements has halted almost all relevant political 

processes within the country. Facing consecutive political crisis as a result of the events taking 

place in the Brussels Dialogue, the reform agenda of Kosovo was seriously interrupted. In the 

meantime, the corrupt political elites used the Brussels Dialogue to increase their political 

influence internally. It furthermore shows how the EU and the U.S., facing the internal crises 

and instability in Kosovo struggle to find a partner for dialogue, especially after 2020 and Prime 

Minister Kurti rising to power. The stability cycle, whoever did not end with Kurti. The chapter 

shows how a series of tensions taking place in the northern part of Kosovo has triggered 

attention and engaged the EU and U.S. shuttle diplomacy aiming to change the course of the 

Brussels Dialogue from conflict prevention mode to active constructive negotiations. Lastly, 

the chapter looks at how the parties, despite being in the process for more than a decade, did 

not manage to engage in the process genuinely and instead used it for a ticking box exercise to 

fulfil the criteria for EU membership; this is more relevant in the case of Serbia which is in the 

accession negotiations phase.  
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Chapter V: Clashes of the Titans and Kosovo’s 
(un)Finished Statehood 

 

5.1. Introduction  

The Brussels Dialogue is part of the geopolitical plan the EU has pursued in the Western 

Balkans since the Thessaloniki Summit in 2003. As a process facilitator, the EU was 

positioning itself as a broker but also exercising its power in the Brussels Dialogue through the 

tools provided in the normative and transformative power framework.  

This chapter looks at the geopolitical aspects of the Brussels Dialogue as a driver of 

stabilitocracy. The first part of the chapter exclusively focuses on the relations between EU 

institutions and the member states, especially those with a keen interest in the Western Balkans 

and the enlargement process. It tries to deconstruct the member states' role in building and 

strengthening the leverage of the EU in the Brussels Dialogue as a facilitator of the process. 

The second part of the chapter looks more at other external actors involved in the region, which 

is one of the main factors contributing to further strengthening the EU stability approach. In 

this case, a significant focus is given to the role of Russia as an illiberal external actor providing 

support for the autocratic leaders in the Western Balkans (mainly Serbia) and directly 

threatening the stability of the region and, hence, the EU. It is important to deconstruct the role 

of Russia due to its political efforts to challenge not only the EU but also NATO and the U.S. 

and UK presence in the Western Balkans.  

Moreover, the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine (which also started with the occupation 

of Crimea in 2014) heightened fears of a domino effect in the region – Kosovo and Bosnia and 

Herzegovina being the security soft spots. Furthermore, the importance of the region’s stability 

for the EU further increased, especially fearing the lack of political capital to respond robustly 

to the war in Ukraine and simultaneously simmering conflicts in the Western Balkans. While 

not the primary focus of this chapter, it is crucial to deconstruct the role of China. This is 

necessary due to China’s position in the UN Security Council, where it holds the right to 

exercise veto power, raising concerns about using it toward Kosovo due to the potential parallel 

between Kosovo and Taiwan. China has made substantial investments in fostering strong 

bilateral relations with Serbia, particularly in the economic and military domains. 
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Consequently, this has increased Vučić’s geopolitical leverage in the Brussels Dialogue, 

particularly regarding the role of the U.S. It is worth noting that the U.S. views China as a top 

foreign policy priority due to an outstanding rivalry between the two nations. 

The role of the other illiberal external actors is essential due to their detrimental impact on the 

overall political performance of the EU in the Brussels Dialogue and its ability to effectively 

lead the process. In addition, this research examines the involvement of the U.S. and the UK 

in supporting the EU during the process. Moreover, it highlights specific periods in which the 

lack of alignment between Western actors (EU and U.S.) adversely affected the Brussels 

Dialogue. 

5.2. The Complex Relations between the EU and the Member 
States in the Brussels Dialogue  

This is the geopolitical Commission that I have in mind, and Europe urgently 
needs (Von der Leyen, 2019) 

Common foreign and security policy is a rather complex issue to be discussed between the EU 

and the member states (SWP, 2022). As explained in Chapter III, member states have been very 

reluctant to transfer their foreign policy and security competencies to the EU, specifically the 

EEAS (European Union External Action Service) Field (EU Commission, 2022). To further 

add to the complexity of the EU’s role in the region, the enlargement portfolio was of interest 

to several member states. Enlargement towards the Western Balkans, specifically, has enjoyed 

the support from only some member states sharing a keen interest in the region. The member 

states interest in the region is predominantly driven by their foreign policy interests, a fear of 

instability – especially for the member states geographically close to the region –  and 

predominantly due to the promise made in Thessaloniki in 2003 (EU Commission, 2003) but 

with a limited political will to pursue that agenda (Vogel, 2018).  

The success and effectiveness of the EU in the Brussels Dialogue are strongly linked to the 

enlargement agenda and the trajectory it took from 2003. Furthermore, it depends on the 

political support that the EEAS – the institution that formally leads the Brussels Dialogue 

Kosovo and Serbia (Lehne, 2007) – receives from the member states to push for a more 

effective process of negotiations, more ownership in the process, and more pressure toward the 

parties to implement the agreements signed in the Brussels Dialogue (Kosovo 2.0, 2020). 

One of the main limitations of the EU in the Brussels Dialogue, which significantly contributed 

to strengthening the stability approach in the process, is the five non-recognisers among 
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member states. As explained in detail in Chapter III, Kosovo is a difficult case to process for 

the EU, which, since 2008 sought to offer a membership perspective to a country which is only 

recognised by some EU member states. The declaration of independence, although under the 

auspices of the Ahtisaari Plan and its international supporters (mainly the U.S. and the EU), 

caused division among member states, especially among the five non-recognizers (as displayed 

in the table in the annex Cyprus, Greece, Romania, Slovakia, and Spain) (Bieber, 2015). In this 

regard, Kosovo became one of the most complex issues to deal with in the framework of the 

enlargement. As I have already elaborated in Chapter III, the EU efforts in the Brussels 

Dialogue are seriously hampered by disagreements among EU member states about Kosovo’s 

status (Nezaj, 2015). The lack of unanimity in the Council vote and the lack of recognition by 

all member states prevented Kosovo from membership application, making Kosovo the only 

country in the Western Balkans formally out of the membership path (Koeth, 2010). This has 

provided a significant advantage to Serbia, which the autocratic regime has strongly used to 

solidify its stabilitocracy game. Furthermore, the membership perspective offered to Serbia 

was more tangible than the perspective for Kosovo, which will be offered a perspective only 

when the political circumstances in the EU allow, which is itself contingent on Serbia’s consent. 

This approved and confirmed the power asymmetry between Kosovo and Serbia, further 

fuelling the EU’s lukewarm approach toward Kosovo (Elbasani, 2018). The EU has failed to 

persuade the non-recognizers to alter their stance or even at least to guarantee recognition of 

Kosovo by the end of the process (Interview 12, 2022; Interview 14, 2022). The EU had been 

unable to promise a change of approach among the non-recognizers. Although. in 2019 the 

EEAS was led by Joseph Borrell of Spain (Borrell Josep and Von der Leyen, 2019) who 

appointed Miroslav Lajčák of Slovakia (EU Council, 2020) to lead the Brussels Dialogue. In 

Kosovo, this news was read in two ways – as an opportunity for Kosovo to communicate and 

give non-recognizers ownership in the process, but on the other hand, it raised eyebrows on 

further deepening the power asymmetry in the Brussels Dialogue (Brajshori, 2019; Weber and 

Vogel, 2020).  

Non-recognisers are not the only obstacle; there has also been a need for more interest on the 

part of the EU to push the process forward. The visa liberalisation process is the best example 

of the EU’s reluctance towards Kosovo. The process of visa liberalisation for Kosovo and 

highlights the challenges and delays faced by the country in achieving this goal (Nechev and 

Emini, 2022). Despite meeting the requirements set in the roadmap, Kosovo faced difficulties 

obtaining visa-free travel to the Schengen zone. The EU member states resisted granting visa 
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liberalisation despite positive assessments and recommendations from the EU Commission 

(EU Commission, 2018) and the EU Parliament (EU Parliament, 2018). This lack of 

coordination among EU institutions and member states revealed a lack of trust. Finally, in 2023, 

the decision for visa liberalisation was finalised, but Kosovo will only enjoy visa-free travel 

from January 2024, which is significantly later compared to other countries in the region. The 

decision regarding visa liberalisation for Kosovo was finalised in 2023 despite Kosovo 

fulfilling the conditions outlined in the roadmap in 2018. Starting from January 2024, citizens 

of Kosovo will have the privilege of visa-free travel to the Schengen zone, which is twelve 

years later compared to other countries in the region that were granted this right. The decision 

to grant visa liberalisation to Kosovo was influenced by the pressure exerted due to the granting 

of candidate status to Ukraine, Moldova, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, solely based on 

geopolitical considerations. Failing to deliver visa liberalisation to Kosovo after fulfilling the 

criteria would severely undermine the already weakened leverage of the EU in the country and 

its conditionality policy (Interview with Think Tank Expert and Academic/ Greece, 2022; 

Think Tank Expert/ Slovakia, 2022) 

The league of autocrats, Orbán and Vučić further heightened the autocratic partnership and 

the position of Serbia in the Brussels Dialogue. One of the key factors contributing to the 

concept of "stabilitocracy" in the Brussels Dialogue is the alliance formed between autocratic 

leaders. The close partnership between Vučić and Orbán has significantly impacted the 

interactions between the EU and Serbia. With Hungary holding veto power within the EU, it 

has become challenging for the EU to act regarding Serbia in terms of measures in relation to 

the state capture and lack of rule of law in the country18. Since taking over the European 

Commission's Neighbourhood and Enlargement (DG NEAR) portfolio in 2019, Olivér 

Várhelyi has further solidified Serbia's position. The partnership between leaders like Vučić 

and Orbán, who face criticism for the erosion of democratic principles, can potentially 

undermine EU values and credibility (Popovic, 2023). This situation has become more 

pronounced following Russia's aggression in Ukraine. In this context, Serbia and Hungary have 

fostered their relationships with Russia and have been hesitant to participate in sanctions 

against Russia fully, although Hungary has to some extent. This partnership, particularly from 

Orbán's point of view, challenges Western countries in their internal negotiations within the EU 

 
18 This has been more prevalent during the debate over Serbia’s reluctance to impose sanctions on Russia after 

the war in Ukraine.  
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(Čačić, 2021). On the other hand, for Vučić, this partnership has provided valuable leverage in 

the accession process. Hungary continues to support EU enlargement, but its motivation lies 

more in aligning with autocratic regimes to bolster its position within the EU, rather than a 

strong commitment to promoting democracy through enlargement in the region (Stojanovic, 

2021). 

The role of key EU member states, particularly Germany and France, in the "stabilitocracy" 

approach should be assessed in the context of EU enlargement. As far as Germany is concerned, 

it's important to note its active stance in promoting the enlargement agenda and its support for 

the Brussels Dialogue behind the scenes. Germany's role can be divided into the Angela Merkel 

era and the current Olaf Scholz government. During Merkel's tenure, there was a focus on 

Serbia due to its perceived potential to destabilise the region. This emphasis on stability was 

evident during discussions of the land swap idea in 2018. Despite concerns about the rule of 

law in Kosovo, cooperation with the government of Ramush Haradinaj increased during this 

time. Haradinaj, a vocal opponent of the land swap idea, received implicit praise from Merkel 

for opposing it (Interview with Think Tank Expert / Germany, 2022).  

In contrast, the EU's agenda for other Western Balkans countries remained somewhat 

peripheral. Merkel attempted to tackle bilateral disputes in the region through the Berlin 

Process, however, despite the efforts, it did not deliver on the Brussels Dialogue. The Scholz 

government has attempted to shift this focus but has encountered challenges in changing the 

established dynamics that have been in place since 2013. On the other hand, France has been a 

relatively quiet member state in the Brussels Dialogue and EU enlargement in general. Known 

for its scepticism toward enlargement, France has had limited involvement in the Western 

Balkans. In the context of the Brussels Dialogue, in 2018, France was one of the member states 

showing implicit support of the land swap idea as long as the involved parties endorsed it. 

During this period, Germany tried to lead in the Brussels Dialogue and encouraged France to 

engage in bilateral discussions to address the crisis. France is engaging its high calibre amid 

tensions between Kosovo and Serbia. President Emmanuel Macron hosted a meeting between 

Kosovo and Serbia during the European Political Community (EPC) meeting in Chisinau in 

June 2023, albeit he failed to do so in the Granada Summit in October 2023 due to heightened 

tensions on the ground (Davies & O’Caroll, 2023; Aarup, Caulcutt, & Vinocur, 2023). Germany 

and France have been pushing the Brussels Dialogue toward finalisation by endorsing the 

French–German Plan. In October 2023, Macron and Scholtz hosted a joint meeting with the 
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EU facilitators in Brussels to back the process politically. This process remains ongoing at the 

time of writing. 

Similarly, this concerning level of distrust among the EU institutions and the member states 

exists in the case of the Kosovo – Serbia issue. This was more pertinent and clearly reflected 

during 2018-2019 when the land swap idea was tested as an alternative solution. The implicit 

support of the EU, namely the Directorate General for Enlargement and the EEAS, pushed 

Germany and to some extent, France to take the driving seat in the Brussels Dialogue and wait 

for the new EU institutions to get full control of the process only when the stability of the EU 

had been challenged through the land swap idea (Interview 9, 2023). This trend continues with 

the non-recognisers who, despite the EU taking the lead in the process, there was no sign of 

softening their approach toward Kosovo due to the outcomes in the Brussels Dialogue.  

Conversely, the Netherlands stands out among member states for its emphasis on upholding 

the rule of law and implementing reforms rather than prioritising stability. The Dutch 

government adheres to the motto "strict but fair." However, when significant decisions are 

made within the EU, the Netherlands often abstains from voting or expressing a clear stance, 

as exemplified by its approach to visa liberalisation for most Western Balkan countries (Spöri, 

T. et al., 2023).   

The dynamic between the EEAS and the DG NEAR plays a crucial role in determining the 

success of the Brussels Dialogue. It is essential to examine the leadership of the EU from 2014 

to 2019 and its significance in the context of the Brussels Dialogue and the broader enlargement 

process. This period witnessed the leadership of key figures, including European Commission 

President Jean-Claude Juncker, High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and 

Security Policy (HRVP) Federica Mogherini, and Johannes Hahn, who served as the 

Commissioner for European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations (Interview 

with Former EU Official, EEAS, 2022). 

During this time, Jean-Claude Juncker, known for his controversial decision, announced a 

pause in the enlargement process, which cast doubt on the prospects for enlargement during his 

presidency. This decision profoundly impacted the EU's ability to exert influence in the Western 

Balkans. Simultaneously, the post-2013 situation in Kosovo and Serbia presented significant 

challenges in implementing the Brussels Agreement. In response to the deteriorating situation 

on the ground, particularly in Kosovo, Mogherini adopted a more assertive approach in what 

can be described as a "stabilitocrats game". Despite numerous attempts by the Kosovo 
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Assembly to challenge this stance, Mogherini insisted that President Thaçi should maintain the 

representation of Kosovo in the Brussels Dialogue. The dialogue process had become insular, 

primarily involving President Vučić of Serbia and President Thaçi of Kosovo, with no clear 

agenda. During this period, there was a looming suggestion of a potential land swap between 

Kosovo and Serbia, which was implicitly supported by Mogherini and Hahn, partners in the 

dialogue. However, this situation underwent a shift with the intervention of Germany and the 

occurrence of EU elections in 2019 (Interview 9, 2022) 

The EU's leadership after 2019 has been perceived as intricate concerning enlargement and has 

posed challenges for Kosovo. The line-up of EU leaders included European Commission 

President Ursula von Der Leyen, HRVP Joseph Borrell, and Oliver Vaheyi serving as the 

Commissioner for European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations. Miroslav 

Lajčák led the Brussels Dialogue, making it an interesting combination of EU leaders. 

In 2019, a significant challenge was how to respond to the Trump Administration's involvement 

in the Brussels Dialogue, while the concept of stability remained a persistent issue due to the 

idea of ‘land swap’. To address this, the EU established the position of Special Representative 

for the Brussels Dialogue, though there needed to be a clear strategy for guiding the process. 

While the EU Commission was fulfilling its "geopolitical" role, partly triggered by the conflict 

in Ukraine, the Brussels Dialogue leaned more toward a cycle of stability and conflict 

management. The enlargement process faced challenges due to a new methodology still in 

development and the idea of staged accession without a clear agenda for the Western Balkans. 

The Brussels Dialogue is being led by representatives from countries that do not recognise 

Kosovo, deepening the power asymmetry. Additionally, the DG NEAR was led by a Hungarian 

representative from a country with a strategic partnership with Serbia, often aligned with 

autocratic practices. Ukraine and Moldova became part of the enlargement package, while the 

Western Balkans remained in a status quo favouring autocratic regimes. The EU received praise 

for not opening another conflict front in the Balkans and the ongoing conflict in Ukraine. 

Despite the EU's claims of placing more emphasis on the rule of law, Serbia's leader, Vučić, 

received appeasement from the EU as they sought to bring Serbia closer to the West. These 

dynamics have detrimental impact on the Brussels Dialogue which is seriously being 

jeopardised by the EU lack of cohesion but also the inexistence of the clear enlargement 

perspective. In the absence of the latter, the local autocrats feeding on nationalism and populism 

continue to play their stability game while tightening their authoritarian grip. Securitisation of 
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the Western Balkans does not allow reform agenda, rather focusses on the strong leader who 

promise short-term stability. 

5.2.1.The Crisis of Values and Enlargement Fatigue  
Our union was in danger of sleepwalking from one crisis to another without 
waking up…. the European Union (EU) was plagued by a ‘polycrisis’ (Juncker, 
2018) 

The issue of stability gains even more relevance when instability hits the EU internally. The 

need to reform the EU internally has been long on the agenda which also was reflected through 

the Conference on Future of Europe (CoFoE) (EU Parliament, 2022; Martins, 2018). 

Democracy in the EU member states has been challenged by highly critical political forces, 

which are even hostile towards what is generally known as the EU values (Youngs, 2022). The 

rise of far-right parties has been affecting democracy in some EU member states, thus the EU 

does not represent a group of ‘like-minded- countries sharing democratic values’ (Quentin and 

Mirja, 2022). As argued in Chapter III, the democratic backsliding of Hungary and Poland has 

seriously tested the internal stability of the EU. The Viktor Orbán style of leadership has made 

it possible to create partnerships between autocrats. Declared a hybrid regime by the Freedom 

House, Hungary has tempered enthusiasm for enlargement, given the fact that it proved to the 

EU that even EU membership does not necessarily guarantee a stable democracy and 

democratisation of the country (Interview 5, 2022). Hungary is a country with immense interest 

in the Western Balkans; in 2019 it insisted on leading the enlargement portfolio, which only 

formally included the Western Balkan countries in 2019. The appointment of Oliver Varheyi as 

the European Commissioner for Neighbourhood and Enlargement raised many eyebrows in the 

region, mainly in relation to the crisis of values in Hungary and the message that it might send 

to the region (Javor, 2019). The autocratic leaders such as Viktor Orbán, Milorad Dodik, and 

Aleksandar Vučić did not shy away from using their close ties with Putin to increase their 

power and further threaten the stability of the EU internally and within the region the EU was 

seeking to expand into (Interview 4, 2022). In the Brussels Dialogue, this provided Vučić with 

more leverage and power, especially toward Kosovo, which had been struggling to maintain 

its bilateral ties with the EU countries (Interview 10, 2022).  

Enlargement fatigue towards the Western Balkans is yet another important aspect to look at. 

Had enlargement worked effectively, the EU would have a stronger leverage on the parties and, 

thus, a better position as the dialogue facilitator. The lack of an enlargement agenda has made 

the EU more prone to accept autocratic leaders merely offering the maintenance of the status 

quo. The absence of enlargement has created gaps for the local elites to engage in stability 
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games, taking advantage of the EU's lack of political power and leverage. The Brussels 

Dialogue almost completely depends on the enlargement process's success and effectiveness. 

The multi-frontal crisis, discussed in Chapter III, shows how the EU turned from promoting 

expansion into an actor desperately seeking resilience, thereby putting enlargement on the 

backseat. 

In 2013, with the signing of the Brussels Agreement, the Western Balkans exhibited some 

degree of democratic resilience. The EU held significant influence and effectively employed 

its normative and transformative capabilities, albeit at a somewhat measured pace. 

A series of enlargement crises have severely impacted the trajectory of the Brussels Dialogue. 

Jean-Claude Juncker's statement (2014) on no enlargement until 2019 has raised concerns 

about the detrimental impact of "enlargement fatigue". Juncker's announcement has sent the 

wrong message and undermined the credibility of the EU's accession process. Enlargement 

fatigue threatened the EU's successful foreign expansion policy, which hinges on conditionality 

and, thereby, the EU's position in the Brussels Dialogue. The credibility and consistency of the 

EU in this process are paramount, as countries must be certain that fulfilling conditions will 

lead to accession.  

As the impact of enlargement fatigue became increasingly noticeable in the region, the ongoing 

discussion regarding the change of the enlargement methodology, initiated by France and 

endorsed by many EU member states and EU institutions, added an additional layer of 

complexity to the already intricate enlargement process in the Western Balkans. The endeavour 

introduces a new methodology was largely perceived as a political manoeuvre by the EU and 

its member states, who seemed hesitant to advance the region's accession process. This 

hesitation raised questions about the commitment to Western Balkan integration and the 

effectiveness of the proposed changes (Zweers et al., 2022)19. Furthermore, it highlighted the 

power asymmetry that allows EU member states to block the enlargement process anytime it 

fits their domestic political agenda – even outside of the enlargement framework (Morina, 

2022; Interview 13, 2023). Furthermore, without a clear enlargement perspective, the EU 

pursued the idea of staged accession. The concept of staged accession to the EU for Western 

Balkan states is a potential solution to revive EU integration incentives and address concerns 

 
19 This was further illustrated when North Macedonia changed its name to resolve the dispute with Greece in an 
attempt to make it to the EU. Despite this the EU did not unblock its EU path due to the Bulgarian veto thus 
sending the message that even if Western Balkans states deliver on the requirements asked of them  the EU is 
not ready to further their accession (Bechev and Marusic, 2020). 
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of existing EU member states. The staged EU accession model for the Western Balkans outlines 

a structured four-stage path to full EU membership. In the first stage, Initial Accession, aspiring 

countries harmonise their legal systems with EU standards, with limited funding. The 

Intermediate Accession stage sees more demanding conditions, increased funding, and a larger 

role within EU institutions. New Member State status, the penultimate stage, requires meeting 

stringent conditions 100% funding and offers the possibility of Schengen and the Euro. Finally, 

Conventional Membership provides full participation in EU policies and institutions. This 

model aims to address the concerns of candidate and EU member states, offering a gradual 

integration path while bolstering the EU's credibility and consistency in the enlargement 

process.  

Staged accession serves as a potential solution to alleviate enlargement fatigue and address the 

concerns of existing EU member states. However, as this concept is still in its early 

development, its precise implications for the Brussels Dialogue remain uncertain. There is a 

risk that the involved parties, particularly Serbia, may exploit the ambiguous boundaries 

between the different stages and the associated political constraints until the final stage, which 

encompasses complete integration. This exploitation may lead to delays in the Brussels 

Dialogue while allowing these parties to maintain the status quo from a security perspective 

and tighten their authoritarian control, all while enjoying substantial access to EU funding. 

5.3. The Role of the U.S. and the UK: Internalised External 
Actors in the Brussels Dialogue  

The role of the U.S. and the UK has been extremely important in the Brussels Dialogue. Albeit 

internalised external actors in the Brussels Dialogue, the role of both is assessed from the ally’s 

perspective serving as a support for the EU in the process (Pierce, 2018). The U.S. has 

traditionally been an actor of immense importance in Kosovo, supporting the dialogue in the 

background. The UK, on the other hand, started the Brussels Dialogue as part of the EU and 

with their representative being the key person in the so-called technical phase of the Dialogue. 

However, at a rather critical point during the Brussels Dialogue, the UK entered the Brexit 

process which not only had an impact on the support the Brussels Dialogue would receive but 

also significantly weakened the EU internally (Belloni and Brunazzo, 2017).   

Looking closer at the role of the U.S. and its interests in the Western Balkans, the U.S. lessened 

its engagement with the region after the declaration of the independence for Kosovo in 2008 

and did not manage to successfully implement constitutional reforms in Bosnia and 
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Herzegovina (Interview 4, 2022). During the Obama Administration, the U.S. left it to the EU 

to continue the transformation of the region through its normative power and the EU 

enlargement process. The Obama – Biden Administration directed U.S. foreign policy towards 

different regions, trusting the transformation of the Western Balkans to the EU. A return of the 

U.S. in the Western Balkans took place during the Trump Administration during 2018 - 2020 

when the Dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia became part of the administration’s foreign 

policy activities mainly reflected through negotiations and agreements in the Middle East. In 

the Western Balkans, the U.S. foreign policy during Trump Administration has been pursued 

through Vučić and Thaçi  as partners for dialogue (Interview 9, 2023). This period marked a 

very sensitive phase in the transatlantic relations. The EU member countries and the U.S. held 

opposing attitudes toward the final deal between Kosovo and Serbia. Although the land swap 

idea had been heralded during this period, Kosovo and Serbia signed an agreement related to 

air, road, and rail travel between the two countries facilitated by Richard Grenell – the U.S. 

special envoy for Western Balkans. Furthermore, in 2020 the Washington Accords were signed 

in the White House  in the presence of the President Trump (Stanicel, 2021). This agreement 

provided Kosovo with recognition from Israel with the condition that Kosovo establishes an 

Embassy in Jerusalem. Thus, clearly showing the signs of foreign policy goal pursued by 

Trump framing it as support for Israel. This decision caused a clash with the EU which held a 

different attitude towards this issue. The election of President Biden, increased hopes for a 

more constructive and aligned approach with the EU in the region – especially more political 

power to push things to the right direction in the Brussels Dialogue – different from the Trump 

Administration (Joseph, 2021). The 2020 U.S. elections were widely perceived as a pivotal 

political moment in the U.S. involvement in the Western Balkans. This was present particularly 

in Kosovo due to multiple factors. Among the two U.S. presidential candidates, Donald Trump 

and Joe Biden, the latter was seen as a ray of hope for fostering the normalization of 

transatlantic relations. The existing divide between the U.S., the EU, and EU member states 

had detrimental and considerable political consequences for the Brussels Dialogue. Biden’s 

election generated optimism not only for improving diplomatic ties between the U.S. and EU 

but also for adopting a more predictable approach to resolving the Kosovo-Serbia dispute. The 

aspiration for a resolution that did not encompass a ‘land swap’ between Kosovo and Serbia 

was of greater significance. Joe Biden, a leading and prominent political figure of the 1990s 

and former vice president during the Barack Obama Administration (2009-2017), has been 

considered to possess valuable insights into the political complexities surrounding the Kosovo-

Serbia issue. His significant involvement in the U.S. engagement in the former Yugoslavia his 
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personal ties20 to the region heightened the expectations toward his administration in relations 

to the Western Balkans.  

The return of a more familiar and predictable form of U.S. engagement in the Western Balkans 

has been widely welcomed. The hopes for an aligned U.S. approach with the EU was seen as 

the first positive step. Biden’s multilateral and Euro Atlantic approach in the Western Balkans 

was expected to give a political boost and support to Miroslav Lajčák who was struggling to 

revitalise the Brussels Dialogue (Tcherneva and Morina, 2021). The most significant initial 

political step taken by the Biden administration entailed sending the letters to the President of 

Kosovo, marking her election in 2021, and to the President of Serbia, on the Serbian National 

Day in the same year. These letters highlighted the robust connections between the United 

States and both Kosovo and Serbia, bluntly expressing the anticipation for active participation 

in the Brussels Dialogue and the pursuit of a resolution which would result in ‘mutual 

recognition’. The appointment of Christopher Hill (U.S. Embassy in Belgrade, 2022), a 

prominent political figure involved in the Yugoslav crisis, as the U.S. Ambassador to Serbia, 

along with Gabriel Escobar, who had previously served as a diplomat in Serbia and serves now 

as the Deputy Assistant Secretary overseeing policy towards the countries of the Western 

Balkans (U.S. Department of State, 2021a), created the perception of prioritization and a 

dedicated focus on solving the Kosovo-Serbia issue. This decision signalled the engagement 

of highly calibre diplomats with an impressive track record, emphasizing the level of 

prioritisation placed on effectively managing the complexities surrounding Kosovo and Serbia. 

This constellation of political representatives created expectations for high level U.S. 

engagement and also it anticipated that the U.S. would display no tolerance towards democratic 

regression in Serbia, particularly in light of President Biden’s initiative to launch the 

Democracy Summit as a proactive measure to safeguard democratic principles (U.S. 

Department of State, 2021b). 

These expectations failed to materialize due to various factors. Firstly, while the Biden 

Administration expressed support for the Washington DC accords signed in 2020 under the 

Trump Administration, there was a lack of a clear plan on how to effectively implement or 

build upon the existing provisions. The U.S. maintained strong political backing for one aspect 

 
20 Biden also shared the personal connection developed through his son Beau Biden’s service in Kosovo after 
the war makes his election a pivotal moment for Kosovo. Beau Biden has served in Kosovo after the war during 
1998-1999. He was engaged in helping to train local judges and prosecutors for the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). In 2016, the Biden family attended the ceremony unveiling a memorial to 
Beau Biden. In 2021, the President of Kosovo honoured his son with a presidential medal (Reuters, 2021). 
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of the DC accords, namely the Open Balkans concept, which was politically initiated by the 

Serbian President. However, Kosovo displayed scepticism in joining this initiative, as it 

remained focused on the Common Regional Market (CRM) already established through the 

Berlin Process. Despite this, the U.S. exerted pressure on Kosovo to participate in the Open 

Balkan21 initiative while simultaneously offering political support. This is the only point of the 

DC accord which is widely pushed by the U.S. at the time being (Interview 4, 2022). Secondly, 

the U.S. administration placed considerable emphasis on repairing transatlantic relations, 

perceiving the Kosovo-Serbia issue as a European issue, and closely aligning with the EU’s 

approach in the Brussels Dialogue, which was already characterized by immense weaknesses. 

Gabriel Escobar, while extending political support to Miroslav Lajčák, continued to advocate 

for the narrative of ‘normalisation’ within the Brussels Dialogue, without introducing any 

strategic changes to move away from the incremental approach that had already showcased 

significant shortcomings (Interview 9, 2023). Both the U.S. and the EU persisted in exerting 

greater pressure on Kosovo to implement the agreement on the Association/Community, while 

failing to present a comprehensive strategy for effectively resolving the dispute in the long 

term. This stance is further exemplified in the recent op-ed authored by Derek Chollet, 

Counsellor of the U.S. Department of State, and Gabriel Escobar, which underlines the urgency 

of establishing the Association/Community (Chollet and Escobar, 2023). During the second 

term of the Kurti Government, the U.S. has significantly intensified its pressure on Kosovo, 

leveraging its extended political influence. This was primarily driven by Kurti’s lack of political 

will to fulfil the obligations set in the Association/Community agreement. The U.S. 

demonstrated this pressure by expressing an immense unwillingness to engage and collaborate 

with Prime Minister Kurti unless he showcased a clear political will to initiate the process of 

establishing the Association/Community. Thirdly, while Kosovo was being heavily pressurised 

to accommodate Serbia’s political conditions to engage in the final stage of the Brussels 

Dialogue, the U.S. continued Vučić’s ‘stabilitocracy’ game already embraced by the EU. No 

significant pressure has been made to address the growing concerns for state capture in Serbia 

and be vocal for democratic principles that both EU and U.S. are professing, the latter even 

through a global initiative such as the Democracy Summit. This stabilitocracy pattern was best 

described by Majda Ruge who stated the following:  

 
21 Open Balkan is a regional initiative established by Serbia, North Macedonia, Serbi, and Albania, committed 
to reinforce the regional cooperation and connectivity. At the moment three countries (North Macedonia, 
Albania, and Serbia) lead and develop the initiative, which has an open-door policy, especially for the other WB 
countries, such as Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo (Government of North Macedonia, 2022). 
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Western governments consistently treat Belgrade as the indispensable 
player on the major questions facing the Western Balkans. Whatever the 
issue at hand, Serbia’s president, Vučić, is the first person they call. Part of 
this is understandable: power in Serbia is concentrated with Vučić, who has 
accrued considerable control to himself (Ruge, 2023). 

Lastly, the Russian aggression and full-scale invasion of Ukraine provided a political 

momentum for the West to exert political pressure on Serbia’s President Vučić for aligning with 

Russia. Furthermore, it created a solid opportunity to have a clear plan toward the Kosovo – 

Serbia issue while using its leverage strategically toward both countries. Instead of being vocal 

about the support of Serbia for Russia or the support Vučić for Putin, both the EU and the U.S. 

continued to support Vučić trying to accommodate his political needs. The EU and U.S. 

continue perpetuating the illusion that the Kremlin’s presumed lack of political capital to deal 

with the Western Balkans, will create a conducive environment to turn Serbia towards the West. 

Consequently, the EU and U.S. maintain their support for Vučić in the Brussels Dialogue by 

accommodating his demands, such as introducing a ‘verbal agreement’ format in the 

negotiation process (Interview 11, 2023).  

Owing to the escalation of the situation entertaining the ‘land swap’ idea during the Trump 

administration, the trend of having political appointees for the Western Balkans and Kosovo – 

Serbia issues, as well as the circumstances created by the war in Ukraine, the EU, U.S. and the 

UK securitised the Brussels Dialogue and the region in general. Following the EU and U.S., 

the UK has appointed a special envoy for the Western Balkans – a representative with military 

background and extensive experience in the Western Balkans (Foreign, Commonwealth and 

Development Office, 2021). The UK tried to provide (Interview 3, 2021) its political support 

and use its leverage toward Kosovo, however its role in the Brussels Dialogue remains 

marginalised since the Brexit . 

5.4. Russia as the Main Driver of Stabilitocracy: Meddling with 
the EU through the Kosovo – Serbia Dispute  

The Russia factor is very important to de-construct not only in trying to understand its impact 

on the Brussels Dialogue, but also in the statehood trajectory of Kosovo. Starting from the 

NATO intervention, Vienna negotiations leading to the declaration of independence for 

Kosovo, and its destructive albeit indirect role in the Brussels Dialogue (mainly through its 

strong partnership with Serbia), Russia has been the key driver behind the stability approach 

adopted by the EU in the Western Balkans (Petrovic, 2022; Scekic, 2014).  
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To understand the role of Russia in the Brussels Dialogue it is important to look at the events 

around the Vienna negotiations, specifically in 2007 (Weller, 2008) when Russia pulled out of 

the process making it clear that it aligned with Serbia (MacDonald, 2007). In 2007, Russia not 

only left the Vienna Negotiations, but Putin also gave a speech which changed the geopolitical 

balance in the world, the unipolar order that favoured Kosovo’s independence. In the speech at 

the Munich Conference Putin’s openly presented Russia’s opposition to the post-Cold War 

world order: “I consider that the unipolar model is not only unacceptable but also impossible 

in today’s world” (‘Speech delivered at the MSC 2007 by the President Vladimir Putin, 2007). 

When asked specifically about the case of Kosovo and Serbia during the same event, Putin 

made it clear that any proposal that is imposed and ‘humiliates’ the other party would lead to 

‘a dead end’ (‘Speech delivered at the MSC 2007 by the President Vladimir Putin’, 2007). 

Following this speech, Putin started taking actions which indicated his intentions to dismantle 

the structures designed to maintain peace in Europe after the Cold War. In the Western Balkans, 

the Kosovo – Serbia issue would served as a playground to meddle with the EU, NATO, and 

the U.S. After failing to get Serbia and Russia on board with the Ahtisaari Plan, clearly it would 

not make sense for the next negotiations process between Kosovo and Serbia to take place 

under the auspices of the UN due to the presence of Russia and China which clearly barricaded 

their positions against Kosovo (Interview 13,2022. Russia was, however, more directly 

invested in the process due to its interests in the Western Balkans but also saw this as an 

opportunity to challenge the West. The next negotiations process between Kosovo and Serbia 

was set to take place under the auspices of the EU, to avoid direct involvement from Russia 

and China. This also provided the opportunity for the EU to be the main actor in the Western 

Balkans in both a geopolitical and transformational way. The Brussels Dialogue was expected 

to take place in a more controlled and successful environment which would be capable of 

replicating the success of the negotiations with the Central Eastern European (CEE) countries. 

However, the Brussels Dialogue took place under different geopolitical circumstances in which 

the EU normative power was more limited and not as effective as in the CEE.   

The role of Russia in the Brussels Dialogue has significantly contributed to the securitization 

of the process. Unfinished business from the 1990s – such as Kosovo, and Bosnia and 

Herzegovina – has turned the region into a fertile ground for fomenting instability. Specifically, 

the Brussels Dialogue has been used strategically to create international pressure on the EU as 

a facilitator of the Brussels Dialogue by providing Serbia with a solid leverage over the EU 

and halting the democratic transformation of Serbia. Hence, the influence of Russia in 
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strengthening the stabilitocracy approach should be seen through the lens of Russia – Serbia 

relations (Interview with 13, 2022).  

Another important element to look at is the events in the Eastern Partnership region. The 

relations between Russia and the EU worsened as a result of the situation in Ukraine 

deteriorating, especially after the Maidan protest in 2013 when Ukraine was striving to sign 

the EU- Ukraine Association Agreement. Furthermore, with the annexation of Crimea, Russia 

not only cemented the need for stability in Europe, but it also provided Putin’s regime with yet 

another parallel to be drawn with the NATO intervention in Kosovo.  

While Ukraine was trying to pursue EU and NATO membership, in 2013 Kosovo and Serbia 

signed the Brussels Agreement which would pave the way for Serbia to formalize the accession 

negotiations and Kosovo signed the Stabilization Association Agreement (SAA). Both these 

steps were perceived to be landmark agreements in resolving the dispute and as a victory for 

the EU in the region. The first test for Serbia after opening the accession negotiations with the 

EU was to progressively align its foreign policy positions toward third countries with the EU 

(European Union, Foreign and Security Policy, 2022). The alignment of Serbia is discussed in 

the framework of Chapter 31 ‘Foreign, Security and Defence policy’ of the accession 

negotiation (European Parliament, 2020). In 2014, the EU imposed sanctions against Russia in 

response to the Russian annexation of Crimea. Serbia was invited to join as a country formally 

in the negotiations for accession. Serbia used different arguments to avoid this alignment 

(Armakolas et al., 2021). Legally, only when a country becomes an EU member is it obliged 

to align, but the candidate countries try to align to show commitment in the process (Bechev, 

2014). Instead of imposing sanctions against Russia, Serbia hosted President Putin on an 

official visit to Belgrade, during which Putin also attended a military parade to further 

emphasise the security aspects of cooperation during a very delicate stability moment for the 

EU. During the parade, Serbia made strong statements in support of Russia while flirting with 

the EU. After this event, it was clear that Serbia would continue with its neutral approach 

between the West and Russia (Glaurdic, 2011). By not aligning with the EU, Serbia continued 

to increase the importance of Russia’s levers in the country (Novaković, 2020). Russia 

strengthened its bilateral cooperation with Serbia in the security sector by building the – now 

infamous – ‘Russian Humanitarian Centre’ in Nis close to the border with Kosovo, which 

triggered accusations that it was creating an espionage centre (Marija Zivanovic, 2017). Among 

all these, the biggest common denominator which further strengthened the partnership between 
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Serbia and Russia is the issue of Kosovo, more specifically Serbia’s reliance on the veto right 

of Russia in the UNSC (Samorukov, 2019).  

Russia’s destructive role has provided Serbia with solid leverage over the EU as it is widely 

used as a tool for exercising political pressure towards the EU. The dispute between Kosovo 

and Serbia has created gaps for extended Russian influence and obstacles in the EU integration 

process for Kosovo and Serbia by directly obstructing its democratisation as part of the EU 

membership process (Stanicek, 2022; Simić, 2008). Politically backing Serbia in relation to 

Kosovo, Russia represents one of the biggest political challenges for Kosovo to thrive in the 

international arena. Russia’s permanent position and veto power in the UN Security Council 

continue to play a detrimental role in Kosovo’s positioning in the international arena, especially 

in the UN membership (Viceré, 2019). The Serbian strategy in strengthening partnership with 

Russia against Kosovo is best described in the following statement by the Serbian Assembly 

Committee on Kosovo and Metohija chair Milovan Drecun: “We need Russia to strengthen us 

with the Americans because when Russia puts its weight behind us, the Americans know that 

no solution can pass without its consent” (Vuksanovic, 2019). For Serbia, Russia was a leverage 

in relation to the Kosovo issue, which would be used during the Brussels Dialogue and the EU 

integration process (Semenov, 2016). 

On the other hand, Russia sees Kosovo as an opportunity to create geopolitical entry points in 

the Western Balkans. For Russia, Kosovo is a West (U.S. and, to some extent, an EU project). 

Thus it can be used as a bargaining chip for the activities of Russia (Mirel, 2022) in Ukraine 

and Georgia. Moreover, it provides a solid mechanism to undermine the role of the EU in the 

region.   

Albeit not formally part of the Brussels Dialogue, Russia played the role of supporter to Serbia 

as much as the U.S. did for Kosovo. Russia backed Serbia in blocking Kosovo from getting 

UNESCO membership in 2015 (Collaku, 2015). The same scenario repeated in the case of 

INTERPOL in 2018 (Batrawy and Stojanivoc, 2018). These international debacles undermined 

Kosovo’s project to join international mechanisms. Internally, during incidents initiated by the 

staiblitocrats in Kosovo and Serbia – the latter always has the political backing of Russia. For 

example, the recent escalation in tension in the northern part of Kosovo in 2021 mobilised the 

Russian Ambassador in Serbia to visit the border between Kosovo and Serbia where the 

tensions escalated, sending messages that Russia would back Serbia should there be military 

intervention in Kosovo (Samorukov, 2022; Davies, 2022; Maja Zivanovic, 2017).  
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Thus, Russia has played a massive role in securitising the Brussels Dialogue and hijacked the 

EU’s attempts to solve the dispute through membership. In addition, it showed that Serbia, 

backed by Russia politically, can be a strong force against the West. Vučić and Putin’s 

partnership in relation to Kosovo has been quite solid; regular meetings – even in the form of 

consultations – have taken place to assure Russia that its demands are being reflected in the 

approach of Serbia toward Kosovo in the Brussels Dialogue (Rudic, 2017). A minor hiccup in 

Serbia–Russia relations occurred as the land swap idea surfaced. However, this crisis has been 

managed by Vučić, who travelled to Moscow in 2018 to assure Russia that the Kosovo dispute 

would not be solved without Russia’s engagement in the power trade-off (Zivanovic, 2018).  

Through the extended partnership with Serbia, Russia has managed to not just meddle with the 

West in the Western Balkan region, but it also achieved the following: first, prevent or halt the 

EU enlargement process in the region; second, it diverted the democratisation process of the 

region. Serbia, for instance, despite being a frontrunner in the EU integration process, has been 

declared a hybrid regime by the Freedom House; third, it managed to divert attention from its 

agenda in the Eastern Partnership region (EaP) – mainly Ukraine and Georgia; fourth, it used 

the region to ‘bounce’ back and challenge the post-Cold War order and gradually return in the 

world of geopolitics (Interview 7, 2022). 

The EU has taken steps and launched initiatives to oppose Russian activities in the region. To 

stop Russia effectively penetrating the region through hybrid warfare, the EU in its Global 

Strategy (EUGS) has not only included the region but called for resilience toward third-party 

actors (Nechev and Trauner, 2017). The EU that once used the term ‘expansion’ called for 

‘resilience’ clearly sending messages relating to a power struggle in the Western Balkans. The 

EU has also established a particular unit to counter Russian propaganda in the Western Balkans, 

known as the StratCom Western Balkans Task Force (EEAS Stratcom, 2021) in the framework 

of the European External Action Service within the European Strategic Communication Task 

Force in 2017 (Lange, Nechev and Trauner, 2017). However, the task force was not enough to 

address the challenges coming from Russia through the Kosovo – Serbia issue.  

The more effective and successful the Russian influence became, the EU, instead of pushing 

for reforms and using the leverage it has in the region, continued to support Vučić hoping that 

his regime would become an ally of the West, move Serbia toward the EU membership and 

solve the issue with Kosovo through the Brussels Dialogue (Kraemer, 2022). Thus, it will 

provide stability in the Western Balkans, the stability that the EU had been aiming to reach by 

decreasing Serbia's ‘troublemaking’ potential in the region. The EU supported a strong autocrat 
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in Serbia who was not only pursuing a disingenuous approach toward EU membership but, 

instead of solving the dispute with Kosovo, continued to contribute to maintaining the status 

quo – in relation to Kosovo – by perpetuating the threat of instability in the region (Vojvodic-

Medic, 2021).  

5.4.1.Ukraine War: Further Securitising the Brussels Dialogue  
The war in Ukraine has changed the way the EU functions. The geopolitical EU Commission 

Von Der Leyen was aiming for finally came to life (EEAS, 2022; Rabinovych, 2022). The war 

in Ukraine showed how far Russia could go to showcase power internationally and created the 

fear of potential spillover in the Western Balkans (Fetahu, 2022). Russia continued to draw 

parallels between Kosovo and Ukraine – bringing the NATO intervention to invoke as 

justification for the annexation of Crimea and its incursions in Luhansk and Donetsk (Saric and 

Morcos, 2022).  

While the changed approach of the EU toward Russia in Ukraine created the expectation that 

the same approach would be used in the Western Balkans toward Serbia, the war in Ukraine 

has, in fact further cemented the stability approach of the EU and the West in the Western 

Balkans (Balfour, 2022). Two fronts and potential conflicts to erupt in Europe created a series 

of entry points for Russia and its strengthening position against the EU.  

One of the potential scenarios after the Russian occupation of Ukraine was the pressure on 

Serbia to change the approach of 2014 and align with the EU in imposing sanctions against 

Russia. But, in 2022, in contrast to most of the EU countries – apart from Hungary – Serbia did 

not impose sanctions against Russia (Dunai, 2022; Reuters, 2022). While going through 

elections in April 2022, Serbia was reluctant to take a firm stance toward Russia – especially 

as public opinion is very pro-Russian. Apart from some decisions at the United Nations level 

in which Serbia did not stand by Russia, it did not take any serious actions against Russia 

(Stojanovic, 2022). Moreover, it continued extending cooperation – being the only country in 

Europe with direct flights to Moscow, with pro-Russian protests in Belgrade supporting the 

Russian aggression in Ukraine, and an announcement of a potential visit of Lavrov in Serbia, 

which received backlash from other regional countries (Dragojlo, 2022; The Guardian, 2022).  

On the day the Russian aggression in Ukraine started, Miroslav Lajčák – the EU special envoy 

for the Brussels Dialogue stated: ‘It is about the time for the Western Balkan countries to show 

on which side they are on. The space to stay on the fence will be narrowing. He continued by 
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describing the current situation of the Belgrade–Pristina normalisation talks and the European 

Union’s overall mission and objectives in the Western Balkan region(Dobrai, 2022). 

On the contrary, the war in Ukraine further strengthened the EU stability approach in the 

Western Balkans. In particular, it reinforced the need to seek stability with Vučić, who presents 

himself as a guarantor of stability in the Western Balkans and thus further increased his 

importance to the EU. Russia continued to remain a political actor challenging the region 

stability, and to prevent this, the EU should act promptly and be more proactive. With Vučić 

showing no political will to impose sanctions toward Russia, the need to maintain the status 

quo in the region continued to persist (Interview 9, 2023). The EU continues with mild 

statements to push Serbia to impose sanctions, but the party most pressurised to deliver on the 

Brussels Dialogue remains Kosovo. However, it has imposed sanctions on Russia. The EU 

continued to support and be reluctant to pressure Serbia out of a desperate need for stability in 

the region – even if it is fragile and short-term. In the case of the Brussels Dialogue, the EU 

has continued to nurture its incremental approach, albeit it only showed limited success in the 

past decade and is not a strategy to make a significant breakthrough in solving the dispute 

(Interview 10, 2022). Instead of dealing with the Western Balkans – a project started two 

decades ago as a response to the war in Ukraine the EU has granted candidate status to Ukraine 

and Moldova (European Council, 2022; Parker, Inwood and Rosenberg, 2022), triggering harsh 

criticism in the Western Balkans (Wunsch Gaarmann, 2022).  

The war in Ukraine raised geopolitical fears not only toward Russia but also China. Tensions 

in Taiwan and the careful strategic alignment of China with Russia have triggered concerns in 

the Western Balkans, particularly the Brussels Dialogue. Chinese influence in Serbia has 

already been an issue of concern for the U.S. and, to some extent, for the EU. The DC Accords 

of 2020 included a clause which ensured commitment by both parties not to use 5G equipment 

from ‘untrusted vendors’ (Vladisavljev and Ruge, 2020). Albeit there was no reference to China 

specifically, this clause showcases the concerns over the Chinese-Serbian partnership. This is 

an irrelevant clause for Kosovo, which is not recognised by China and shares no bilateral 

cooperation of any kind to this date. During 2020, when the DC Accords were signed, China 

had made it the third biggest source of net foreign direct investments (FDI) in Serbia (6.61 per 

cent), following the EU (72.27 per cent) and Russia (11.21 per cent) (Vuksanovic, 2020). Serbia 

is of pivotal importance for China’s Belt and Road initiative. The energy investments are 

soaring (Vuksanovic, 2021) and the military sector even competing with Russia in this regard 

(Vuksanovic, 2022). The strengthened economic cooperation with China has triggered the U.S. 
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reaction to robust economic cooperation (The Office of the Serbian President, 2022) between 

Serbia and the U.S., focusing on energy diversification. Thus responding to Russia and China 

in this regard (Todorović, 2022). While there is no trace of the direct involvement of China in 

the Brussels Dialogue, there is growing fear that the Kosovo case might be exploited by China 

to directly challenge the U.S. in the Western Balkans and the UN Security Council by drawing 

parallels with the issue of Taiwan. On the other hand, China exploits the Kosovo case to fulfil 

its ambition for the Belt and Road Initiative and, thus, for its foreign policy ambitions. This 

further strengthens and enhances the political and geopolitical importance of Vučić, who 

effectively turned this situation into its own leverage and tool to strengthen its authoritarian 

grip. 

5.5. Conclusion  
This chapter analyses the importance of understanding the geopolitical complexities 

surrounding the Brussels Dialogue and the need for the EU to navigate these challenges to 

strengthen its role and impact in the negotiation process.  

As the findings in the chapter reveal, the role of the EU in this dialogue has faced significant 

challenges, primarily stemming from the complex relationships between EU member states 

that do not recognise Kosovo the lack of political investment from the EU member says in 

general to advance the negotiation process albeit it is one of the most significant international 

endeavours undertaken by the EU. The non-recognising EU member states have a detrimental 

impact on the Brussels Dialogue. One significant consequence is the need for a unified stance 

within the EU regarding Kosovo. The intra-EU divergent attitudes toward Kosovo have 

impeded the EU’s ability to present a cohesive front and effectively address the Kosovo issue. 

This internal fragmentation has created immense asymmetry in the process, thus eroding the 

EU’s influence and credibility in the negotiation process. The role of the U.S. and UK in the 

Brussels Dialogue has had positive and negative intervals. While considered external, both 

actors have been internally included and contributed to the process by offering much-needed 

political support to the EU. The 2018-2020 Trans-Atlantic crack was very close to having a 

detrimental impact on the future of the Brussels Dialogue. The renewed support of the U.S. and 

the UK through the special envoys has increased expectations for a more active and renewed 

Brussels Dialogue as it moved toward its final stage.  

This chapter proves that although the Brussels Dialogue operates within the framework of the 

EU and not the UN, it is not immune to the influence of external actors, with Russia and China 
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emerging as particularly significant players. While Russia posed a challenging and disruptive 

force, China also played a detrimental role in the process. The Brussels Dialogue, namely 

Serbia, created favourable entry points for Russia to interfere with Western interests in the 

region. This interference not only negatively impacted Kosovo’s international trajectory but 

also succeeded in undermining the EU’s role and directly challenged the European integration 

process of the Western Balkans. Russia’s involvement, primarily through its relationship with 

Serbia, created serious obstacles and hindered progress toward EU integration. China’s 

detrimental role in the Brussels Dialogue should not be overlooked either. Its growing influence 

and engagement in the region have various consequences. China’s actions and investments in 

Serbian, particularly in this case, have had implications for economic and strategic interests, 

further challenging the EU’s only incentive remaining in the process, the financial incentive. 

Furthermore, it clashed with the U.S. strategic interests in the region. As a result, the 

geopolitical leverage of Vučić in the process increased to Kosovo’s detriment. 

The role of internal and external actors in the Brussels Dialogue has predominantly negatively 

impacted the effectiveness of the EU in the process. Furthermore, it turned the Western Balkans 

into a geopolitical arena where the clashes of the titans took place. The next chapter looks at 

the lessons learned and how the EU could have used the leverage and the political support of 

the U.S. to produce more tangible results and complete its mission to become a geopolitical 

global actor by also completing the democratisation process in the region without falling in the 

stability trap – a strategy successfully used by the Western Balkan autocrats.  
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Chapter VI: The Brussels Dialogue: Lessons 
Learned and the Future of EU as a Negotiator 

6.1. Introduction  
Enlargement represents one of the most effective geostrategic instruments of the EU. Alongside 

democratisation, each enlargement wave has had a geopolitical and stability agenda. In the case 

of enlargement toward Central and Eastern European countries, but also the case of Bulgaria 

and Romania – in addition to championing the third wave of democratisation, the EU 

enlargement process was geopolitical, seeking to gradually close avenues for Russia to extend 

its influence in Europe and turn the EU into a more relevant international actor.  

Enlargement toward the Western Balkans – combining the Copenhagen criteria, the 

geopolitical agenda, and the stability element – was crucial for a post-war region. Stability is 

manifested in the good neighbourly component, which became an integral part of the 

enlargement criteria through the Stabilisation Association Process (SAP). As explained in 

Chapter II, the SAP was established in 2003 during the Thessaloniki Summit in the Western 

Balkans, aiming to stabilise and bring the region closer to the EU (Stabilisation and Association 

Process, 2003). In parallel to the Thessaloniki Summit 2003, the EU’s ambitions as a conflict 

manager took shape in the post-Lisbon era, as explained in Chapters III and V. The EU 

Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) was established in the early 2000s, and the crisis 

in Yugoslavia drove it. The Yugoslav wars directly challenged the EU’s goal for strategic 

autonomy and its ambitions to become a global player. Thus, since 2003, enlargement, 

geopolitics, and stability have been the key components of the EU approach in the Western 

Balkans, and the Brussels Dialogue tests the EU’s ability to navigate all these elements through 

EU-structured diplomacy.   

The Brussels Dialogue is a unique process that represents the duality of the EU enlargement as 

a toolkit and the EU foreign policy ambitions. The study of this case becomes more relevant as 

it takes place while both countries are in the accession phase. This thesis and this chapter 

analyse how focusing on stability – and thus overshadowing democratic reforms – shaped the 

region, the EU, and its role as a global actor. Since 2011, the EU has overseen the Brussels 

Dialogue, aiming to solve the open dispute between Kosovo and Serbia. The Brussels Dialogue 

represents the best case study for an analysis of EU conflict management using the concept of 

structured diplomacy involving a collaborative process, which increases the likelihood of a 
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favourable environment to work with sustainable outcomes. However, the Brussels Dialogue 

became one of the critical processes in which stability overshadowed the EU reforms as part 

of the conditionality, vividly illustrating the EU’s willingness to trade off stability for reforms. 

As elaborated in Chapter IV, the reality is that the EU stability approach in the Brussels 

Dialogue has explicitly impacted the EU’s ability to exercise its role in negotiations. On the 

other hand, the flexibility the EU has shown toward the conditionality it once created has 

significantly decreased its leverage as a negotiator.   

As the entire thesis examines the limitations of the EU stabilitocracy approach in the Brussels 

Dialogue, this chapter elaborates on how the EU could have better used its structural diplomacy 

to make the Brussels Dialogue a success story for the EU and the region. The stabilitocracy-

driven approach used in the case of the Brussels Dialogue impacted the leverage and the 

political power of the EU as an agent of change in the Western Balkan. Thus, the second part 

focuses on what the EU could have done to prevent the emergence of stabilitocracy in the 

region, particularly what strategising elements could have made the enlargement toward 

Western Balkans and the Brussels Dialogue a success story. Lastly, this chapter analyses how 

stabilitocracy in the Brussels Dialogue defines the role of the EU as a global player, its role in 

future negotiation processes, and other enlargement endeavours. This became relevant in 2022 

when the EU formalised the perspective for Ukraine by granting the EU candidate status. This 

decision was taken based on geopolitical and security grounds. Like the Brussels Dialogue, the 

EU’s role in Ukraine has been placed into the enlargement framework. This process will further 

test the EU’s experience gained in the Brussels Dialogue in yet another critical case for the 

stability and security in Europe.  

6.2. Turning Negotiation Tables: What Could Have Been Done to 
Make the Dialogue a Success Story? 

The role of mediator/facilitator in the Kosovo-Serbia conflict formally launched the EU foreign 

policy ambition in conflict management. This role is strategically interlinked with enlargement, 

which represents yet another foreign policy tool of the EU. The enlargement process provided 

a unique platform for the EU to access both countries’ political systems and arrangements. 

Financially, Kosovo and Serbia continue to receive development funds and assistance through 

the EU pre-accession mechanisms, making the EU a financially competitive external power in 

the region. Additionally, the launch of the Brussels Dialogue offered the EU another avenue to 

exercise its leverage on both parties, thus further increasing the EU’s chances for success. In 
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Kosovo, the EU presence was even more structured following the deployment of the EULEX 

Rule of Law Mission in 2008, which enjoyed executive powers for a certain period. Therefore, 

these elements enabled the EU to consolidate its position in the Brussels Dialogue with 

substantial leverage and ability to transform both countries while providing a solution to one 

of the most outstanding bilateral issues in the Western Balkans.  

As Chapters III and V elaborated, the EU’s limitations in the Brussels Dialogue are internally 

and externally driven. The internal constraints derived from the lack of a common foreign and 

security policy, the limited willingness amongst all member states to invest political capital in 

the Brussels Dialogue, the divergent attitude toward enlargement, the lack of ownership, and 

the status-neutrality of the EU toward Kosovo has further amplified the power asymmetry. 

Most importantly, the limitations of the EU derived from the lack of utilisation of the 

institutional capacities and the arsenal of the EU security and foreign policy structures. 

Externally, its limitations were shaped by external illiberal powers such as Russia. Regardless 

of the extent of the limitations, as the first case of structural diplomacy, the Brussels Dialogue 

has all the necessary ingredients for success. The multi-layered EU presence in both countries 

provided access to all relevant segments. Thus, this section offers a scenario in which the EU 

could have yielded success by successfully shepherding the parties toward the final solution 

and effectively maintaining its leverage toward both countries.  

6.2.1.Strategizing before the Launching of the Brussels Dialogue 
Before embarking on the negotiations of the Brussels Dialogue, one of the first steps should 

have been a decision by the EU member states on diminishing intra-EU divergences toward 

Kosovo. As elaborated in Chapter V, engaging with the parties on track-one diplomacy requires 

the robust political support of all member states. It also requires strong leadership from the EU 

side and a balanced approach toward Kosovo and Serbia. Furthermore, the EU institutions 

leading the dialogue and the member states must understand the immediate history of the 

conflict and demonstrate an increased willingness to invest heavy political and strategic capital 

to maximise the effectiveness of the EU in the process (Interview 7, 2022). One of the biggest 

persisting problems in relation to Kosovo derives from the non-recognising member states, 

Cyprus, Greece, Romania, Slovakia, and Spain. The second tier of challenge shaping the role 

of the EU as a negotiator comes from the somewhat divergent approach of the EU institutions 

toward Kosovo. Neutrality toward Kosovo was formalised in 2008 following the decision to 

declare Kosovo’s independence when the EU Council adopted the conclusions in which it 

acknowledged the new reality on the ground with the declaration of independence and left the 
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decision on diplomatic recognition to the individual member states (Council of the European 

Union, 2008). Both these limitations have been elaborated thoroughly in Chapter V. 

The EU formula to alleviate these limitations was to side-line intra-EU divergences concerning 

Kosovo by delegating the Brussels Dialogue to the EEAS and the European Commission. In 

theory, this prevented the member states from direct clashes with each other – especially the 

non-recognisers - and provided a solution to communicating with Kosovo, albeit via the neutral 

status mode. However, while this “creativity” allowed the EU some margin for manoeuvring, 

it seriously damaged its credibility and leverage in the long run, thus minimising its ability to 

make a significant breakthrough. More concerningly, it deepened the power asymmetry toward 

Kosovo and significantly strengthened the role of Serbia in the process. Thus, for the EU to 

build a strong position as a negotiator, ensuring political consistency and establishing a power 

symmetry toward both parties, addressing these persisting limitations was imperative. 

Furthermore, it would later define the trajectory of the Brussels Dialogue, hence its ability to 

yield success in the process (Interview 12, 2022).    

Addressing the discrepancies characterising the EU’s official stance and rhetoric toward 

Kosovo would have been a game changer in the Brussels Dialogue. Before committing to the 

leading negotiations position in the UN, the EU could have used the ICJ opinion concerning 

Kosovo’s declaration of independence and persuaded the non-recognisers to soften their 

approach toward Kosovo. After 2008, this was the most diplomatically favourable momentum 

for the EU to act. The decision of the ICJ could have been convincing enough for the non-

recognisers that there would be no parallels drawn between Kosovo and the potential separatist 

movements in their countries. The inability to persuade all member states to have a unified 

approach toward Kosovo exposed the EU to one of the most significant vulnerabilities. 

Creating this internal cohesion, albeit challenging, would have sent a stark message about the 

political power of the EU in the process. Making the non-recognisers part of bilateral issues 

between Kosovo and Serbia is legally challenging. Hence, trying to achieve this goal as part of 

the final deal with Serbia is unlikely (Interview 14, 2022).  

The EU’s approach to this issue could have been two-fold. It could have aimed to convince the 

soft non-recognisers such as Greece, Slovakia, and Romania to provide full diplomatic 

recognition to Kosovo after the ICJ opinion. On the other hand, it could have pushed the non-

recognisers toward making tangible steps in relation to Kosovo’s status but on a separate track 

from the Brussels Dialogue. Thus, avoid interlinking the ‘normalisation’ process with Serbia 

under the auspices of the Brussels Dialogue with Kosovo’s foreign policy trajectory and 
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international recognition. Ensuring support from all member states, especially the non-

recognisers, for the Brussels Dialogue should have been an important strategic starting point 

for the EU and still should guide the EU going forward. Firstly, it would establish a negotiation 

process based on equality between the two parties; this is imperative to ensure an effective 

negotiation process and a strong position for the EU as a facilitator. A unified and coherent EU 

in relation to Kosovo would have avoided creating the power asymmetry between the parties. 

Thus, it would have prevented Serbia from assuming a more advantaged position. Giving 

power to Serbia to this extent diminished the EU power in the process and incentivised Serbia 

not to solve the dispute. If the Brussels Dialogue continues in its current form, diplomatic 

recognition by five EU member states will remain elusive, as will the EU perspective on 

Kosovo (Interview 11, 2023). Secondly, this would avoid undermining the existence of Kosovo 

internationally, its diplomatic recognition, and ability to join regional and international 

cooperating mechanisms to depend on Serbia and the Brussels Dialogue. This dependency 

further empowered Serbia’s position toward Kosovo by restricting Kosovo’s existence in the 

international arena (Interview 10, 2022). Thirdly, getting all member states on board in relation 

to Kosovo’s ambitions for EU membership would allow Kosovo to apply for membership 

formally and legally on an equal footing with Serbia. Formally opening the EU integration for 

Kosovo would also increase the EU’s leverage in the Brussels Dialogue and create a similar 

political environment for both parties (Interview 9, 2023). At a minimum, the non-recognisers 

should accept and support the EU integration process for Kosovo. The new circumstances and 

the formal ambitions of the EU toward Ukraine and Moldova have created momentum for 

tangible steps in relation to Kosovo as well. Non-recognisers cannot and should not hide behind 

Serbia. This momentum should be used by the non-recognisers to change their attitude toward 

Kosovo and formalise its EU membership perspective.  

In addition to the unified approach to Kosovo, the strong support by member states and a clear 

link to the enlargement are imperative for the success of the negotiation process. In Chapter 

III, I deconstructed how the EU identified the Brussels Dialogue and its role in conflict 

management as a foreign policy ambition. The mandate given by the UN General Assembly 

paved the way for the EU to build on its ambitions to interlink enlargement with foreign policy 

and solve one of the most notorious open disputes in the region. However, a negotiation process 

of this level needs the robust support of all member states, not only those sharing a keen interest 

in the Western Balkans (Interview 7, 2022). One of the vulnerabilities of the Brussels Dialogue, 

as explained in Chapter V, is the fact that solving the Kosovo – Serbia dispute, as well as the 
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enlargement process in the region, remains a priority only for a limited number of EU member 

states, mainly those sharing foreign policy interests in the region or nearby. Furthermore, as 

elaborated in Chapter III, the EU’s internal and external challenges severely impacted the EU’s 

appetite for enlargement, consequently leading to the decrease of the EU’s normative soft 

power. 

EU member states have delegated the Brussels Dialogue to the EEAS, which was a test for the 

new institutions. However, these institutions needed solid political support, a tangible linkage 

to the enlargement process led by the EU Commission, and a delegated special representative 

to deal with the Western Balkans and the Brussels Dialogue. In 2011, the technical phase and 

in 2013, the political phase was negotiated by the High Representative/Vice President 

(HR/VP). Keeping the Dialogue at the HR/VP level ensures it remains at a relatively high 

political level, but at the same time, the annexations of Crimea and the nuclear crisis with Iran 

occurred; both processes were negotiated by Catherine Ashton on behalf of the EU in the 

position of the HR/VP (Ashton, 2023). Therefore, there was not enough political capital to 

build on immediately after the Brussels Agreement to push the countries to implementation and 

final deal. Thus, the appointment of a particular person to deal with the Brussels Dialogue, 

which only happened in 2020, should have been a decision taken in 2011 when the Brussels 

Dialogue was launched. 

Furthermore, all member states could politically use the momentum for success. While 

countries like Germany engaged more actively in the Brussels Dialogue and insisted on 

integrating it in the enlargement framework for Serbia as part of Chapter 35, countries like the 

Netherlands and France could have been more rigorous in pushing for reforms and making a 

real tangible connection with enlargement. In this case, even by imposing sanctions for 

countries not implementing the agreements. For Kosovo, active political engagement was 

needed from the EU member states to get it formally. Allowing Kosovo to apply formally 

would be an excellent tool to utilise the EU leverage while pushing rigorously for reforms. 

Without these elements, the Dialogue became a process of fake threats, fake carrots, fake 

agreements, and engagement from all sides.  

Active involvement of the EU member states at the higher political level took place 

sporadically and only when the stability of the region and the EU were at stake. A more 

proactive involvement of the EU member states took place in the 2018 launch of the land swap 

idea. Germany and France’s involvement occurred at the highest levels with the former 

Chancellor Angela Merkel and President Emmanuel Macron. Evidently, it was a political 
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reaction is driven by stability. This event involved the Quint countries comprising three EU 

member states, Germany, France, Italy, and the US and UK - which are also very influential 

and hold regular briefings, especially when tensions flare up in Kosovo (Xhambazi, 2019). 

Similarly, due to the geopolitical urgency created after the Russian aggression in Ukraine, the 

EU intervened through the French-German Plan, a plan drafted by the EUSR Miroslav Lajčák. 

(Interview 11, 2022; Mirosavljevic, 2023; Brzozowski, Taylor, and Gotev, 2022). Following 

the crisis and the war in Ukraine, Germany and France appointed two advisers to provide 

political power to the process (Zaimi, 2023; Taylor, 2022).  In the case of both France and 

Germany, these concerns are solely driven by the need for stability. Furthermore, the efforts 

served mainly to maintain the status quo or whatever setting prevents active conflicts between 

Kosovo and Serbia. Even with the so-called French-German Plan, the EU still depends on the 

political power of the US to push the countries forward (Picciano, 2023; Haas, 2023). 

Another important game-changing step would be clearly defining a long-term strategy plan, 

clear objectives, timeframe, and principles. The EU has been criticised mainly for operating 

in crisis prevention mode, unable to lead, guide, and strategise in advance. In the case of the 

Brussels Dialogue, instead of engaging in a process aimed only at reacting to the northern part 

of the Kosovo crisis, as explained in Chapter V, it should have thoroughly prepared to enter a 

complex negotiation process. One of the first elements identified as a limitation negatively 

impacting the EU’s role in the Brussels Dialogue is the lack of a strategic master plan 

(Interview 11, 2023). Thus, preparing a strategic document to set the basic principles of the 

negotiations, a timeframe, the precise objectives of the process, and a step-by-step plan that 

would lead to the recognition of Kosovo by Serbia. Developing this document and strategising 

before engaging ‘hands-on’ in the negotiations would demonstrate a strengthened position of 

the EU in the Brussels Dialogue, fully prepared to guide the parties toward a sustainable 

solution. This document would set the basic principles of the Brussels Dialogue, clearly 

defining the rules in the process, especially the red lines. The need to have a set of fundamental 

principles agreed upon gained more relevance when the ‘land-swap’ idea was mooted, as 

explained in Chapter V, which created dividing lines between member states and the EU. Basic 

principles would mark the red lines in the process and define a set of topics that would gradually 

guide the parties toward a final solution within a particular timeframe. In addition, the basic 

principles document should have included the objective of the negotiations, which continues 

to be undefined yet framed as ‘normalisation.’ A clearly defined objective in the Brussels 

Dialogue would reflect a vision of the EU for the future of the two countries and the region. In 
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Chapter IV, I noted that one of the most significant limitations in the Brussels Dialogue derived 

from the divergent understanding of ‘normalisation’. With normalisation as an overarching 

objective, the EU created serious gaps leading to misinterpretation. A precise, long-term, and 

short-term objective would significantly strengthen the role of the EU as a facilitator and its 

position concerning both parties. An agenda recognising Kosovo at the centre would be the 

only sustainable solution to the Kosovo – Serbia dispute and the entire region. As explained in 

Chapter V, this would add value to the Brussels Dialogue by reaching what the Vienna 

Negotiations could not without Russian interference.  

Furthermore, a clear objective would make the Brussels Dialogue a time-bound process. It 

would positively contribute to finding common ground among the parties, thus preventing the 

creation of divergent expectations by the two parties. On the other hand, setting objectives that 

imply that the Brussels Dialogue will tackle everything, but the recognition of Kosovo by 

Serbia made the process open-ended and goal-less. Additionally, a set timeframe with specific 

steps clarified would have been a game changer. In times of global geopolitical shifts and 

challenges within the EU and globally, as explained in Chapter III, setting a timeframe for 

negotiations would be a solid strategy to build cohesion while the democratic resilience in the 

region was developing a positive trend. However, the EU did not have the political capital and 

will to play a long game. Moreover, other external crises exhausted the political capital of the 

EEAS to focus on the Brussels Dialogue. Crises such as the Annexation of Crimea in 2014 and 

The Iran Nuclear crisis in 2015 eventually took away the attention and political efforts needed 

to follow up on implementing the Brussels Agreement reached in 2013. 

Moreover, a set timeframe would prevent the Brussels Dialogue from being an open-ended 

process from which the political elites in both countries have taken advantage by turning it into 

a tool for tightening their authoritarian grip, nurturing nationalist narratives, and using it for 

daily political consumption to maintain their power position. A time-bound process would 

avoid the election cycles in the EU, EU member states, the US administration changes, and 

elections in Kosovo and Serbia. It would prevent the political elites in both countries from 

using the elections as an excuse for a lack of engagement in the Brussels Dialogue or the lack 

of political will to implement the agreements. The protracted Brussels Dialogue negotiation 

process creates grievances among the population, which the political elites exploit – especially 

in Serbia. A time-bound process with clear objectives would have led the parties toward a 

solution sooner and prevented Serbia's intentional stoking of instability. Lastly, the EU should 

have taken political ownership in the process; more than a decade since the launch of the 
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Brussels Dialogue, the debate over the ownership of the process is still ongoing. The lack of 

expertise, experience, and inability to utilise the institutional mechanisms and the political 

leverage the EU has in the process all meant that the EU failed to take ownership of and full 

responsibility for the Brussels Dialogue, as explained in Chapter IV. While it is essential for 

the parties to engage genuinely, the EU must own the process and act according to its mandate.  

Taking on full ownership would showcase the solid political power of the EU and create a 

strong position as a facilitator to demand implementation and dedicated commitment by both 

parties. It would also prevent the process from derailing, like during the Trump administration 

in 2019-2020, which created a parallel process led by the US ambassador in Germany, Richard 

Grenell (Mischke, 2019). This gap led to the EU losing control of the process and jeopardising 

the entire success – albeit limited - achieved until 2019 (Reimann, 2019). On the other hand, 

member states – excluding Germany and France - refused to engage actively and independently 

in the Brussels Dialogue, fearing confrontation with the U.S. and creating parallel processes or 

limiting the possibility of one member state taking control of the process, which could have a 

negative impact (Mappes-Niedek, 2020; Joseph, 2020). 

Since most of the agreements in the Brussels Dialogue are imposed by the EU, which is in the 

driving seat and facilitated most of the agreement, maintaining the same level of ownership in 

the post-agreement period would be a game changer in the process. It would allow the EU to 

follow up on the implementation of the agreements and impose sanctions on parties that failed 

to follow up with implementation action plans and follow a strict implementation timeframe. 

(Gashi and Novaković, 2017) The EU used this multi-actor process to share responsibility but 

not necessarily the successes (Interview 9, 2022). Full ownership by the EU would enable the 

EU to claim victories when limited progress was reached but also own the failures and 

shortcomings. Furthermore, it would enable the EU to improve its strategy and take a firmer 

attitude toward the implementation process (Visoka and Doyle, 2016).  

6.2.2.Strategising in the Brussels Dialogue: Drafting Sustainable 
and Implementable Agreements 

There are elements that I have highlighted throughout the thesis that are identified as key 

problems in the EU approach to the Brussels Dialogue. The research shows that one of the key 

issues was the inability of the EU to ditch the Brussels House diplomacy, or ‘constructive 

ambiguity’, a strategy used by the EU in drafting the agreements between Kosovo and Serbia. 

That incremental approach was suitable as a starting point but could not bring negotiations to 

a conclusion. As detailed in Chapter IV, the research shows that constructive ambiguity does 
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not create a solid ground for implementing the agreements. On the contrary, it created more 

fissures between the parties (Visoka and Doyle, 2016; Ernst, 2014). Thus, the first intervention 

that the EU should have made was to make constructive ambiguity time-bound. Constructive 

ambiguity is a strategy the EU has mastered internally in a political environment of 27 member 

states that are part of the Union and navigate each other based on established rules (Franke, 

2021; Santopinto, 2022). However, in a very different political environment evidencing open 

or frozen conflicts - as is in the case of the Western Balkans and the open issue between Kosovo 

and Serbia – this is a less effective strategy (Batora et al., 2018). The one-size-fits-all all 

approach did not fit the Brussels Dialogue. In the short run, tweaking the language was an easy 

shortcut to a short-term win for the EU and the illusion of success. In the long run, this strategy 

jeopardised the entire process, created fissures among the parties and contributed to a loss of 

credibility and trust in the EU (Novakovic, 2020).  

Making ambiguity time-bound, drafting an agreement using precise wording, and developing 

action plans to follow up with implementation would have turned the tables around. Clear and 

precise language would prevent the parties from building different narratives domestically. It 

would require political elites to be realistic the goals of the process and the interim steps leading 

to the final deal (Interview 7,  2022). Furthermore, it would have avoided re-negotiation of the 

same agreements or elements of agreements as it happened with the freedom of movement 

agreement, energy agreement, and elements of the Brussels Agreement signed in 2013. 

Giving up ambiguity would prevent the Brussels Dialogue from stalling; it would avoid the 

heightening of tensions between the two countries, mostly derived from divergent expectations. 

Furthermore, it would make implementation a more straightforward process to be monitored 

by the EU and independent civil society in both countries. This way, the parties would unlock 

their reward in the EU integration process only when the agreement is fully implemented and 

not on signing – which was the case with the Brussels Agreement in 2013. Ten years after the 

Brussels Agreement, in 2023, the EU tried to draft clearer texts in the two agreements reached 

in the framework of the French–German Plan. However, it continued using ambiguous 

language and failed to draft an action plan with a precise implementation timeframe. As a result, 

the action plan agreed upon in Ohrid has very unclear deadlines, which could again encourage 

parties to spiral into yet another bleak decade of negotiations.  

Similarly, abandoning the incremental approach after the technical phase of the dialogue 

could avoid the attitude of reluctant, slow engagement and tackle the core problem rather than 

peripheral issues. It would have required the EU to define the endgame before or at the early 
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stage of negotiations instead of insisting on small steps via an incremental approach. As 

explained in Chapter IV, the EU incremental approach showed success - albeit limited - at the 

beginning of the process. Initially, it produced results and was heralded by the EU as an 

efficient approach that aims at gradually building trust while creating ripe conditions for the 

parties to, at some later stage, tackle the long-standing political issues (Scazzieri, 2021). 

However, this approach ultimately needed to end and focus instead on addressing the elephant 

in the room - the political status of Kosovo. Incrementalism by the EU did not offer a clear plan 

to guide the parties toward mutual recognition (Weber and Bajrami, 2020). 

On the contrary, the EU, even over a decade since the launch of the process, refuses to tackle 

the recognition of Kosovo by Serbia. It continues to invest in interim steps in the name of de 

facto recognition, which continues to cement the current status quo. Further, it does not offer a 

solid plan on how these steps will lead to de-jure recognition.  

By tackling the core of the dispute, the recognition of Kosovo, the EU would establish a 

conducive environment for the parties to solve other persisting issues on the bilateral level. 

Addressing the key issue between Kosovo and Serbia would prevent the ‘buy time strategy’ 

used by the political leaders to drag out the Brussels Dialogue while using it for domestic 

political purposes. Furthermore, it would prevent the Brussels Dialogue from serving as a tool 

for the local autocratic leaders to consolidate their power internally, tighten their authoritarian 

grip, and sophisticate the stabilitocracy cycle to gradually trap the EU in the trade-off of 

reforms and progress for stability. 

Lastly, increased transparency and inclusiveness would ensure a sustainable negotiation 

process. The Brussels Dialogue was launched amid tensions following the declaration of 

Kosovo’s independence. This process enjoyed minimal support in Kosovo, which was thrown 

into another negotiation process after the lengthy Vienna Negotiations on the Final Status of 

Kosovo (Collaku, 2015). In Serbia, following the declaration of independence in 2008, the US 

Embassy was attacked, and there was strong resentment toward the West. While in the northern 

part of Kosovo, a new reality was cemented (Tzortzi, 2008). Despite the complexities on the 

ground, the EU could have used its capital to launch track-one negotiations and support track-

two initiatives to create a conducive environment for the agreement to be acceptable to the 

broader public. The EU could utilise its presence in both countries to promote the benefits of 

the dialogue by engaging on track two and three of negotiations by working with the 

communities, especially the Serbian-inhabited areas subject to negotiations in the northern part 

of Kosovo (Interview 5, 20 2; Interview 5, 2022). Furthermore, it could urge the parties to 
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actively engage in public debates to give ownership to the communities. Clarity and 

transparency would positively change the perception toward the dialogue and prevent political 

elites in Kosovo and Serbia from using this process to fuel nationalist narratives in both 

countries.  

Furthermore, at the EU level, being one of the essential mediation processes, the EEAS should 

have created a platform to publish news and documents online, ensuring minimal transparency 

standards. A transparent EEAS in the Brussels Dialogue would encourage Kosovo and Serbia 

to follow up on commitments. Increased transparency and inclusiveness would avoid 

resentment in both countries driven by the complete lack of trust triggered by the ambiguous 

content of the agreements and by the unwillingness of the EU and the parties to make the 

process as transparent as possible (Interview 9, 2022).  

For instance, in the latest agreement reached in 2023, the EU had negotiated the documents for 

almost two years but published the agreed text only after the verbal agreement of both parties. 

Nevertheless, the published documents at least offer a glimpse of a base for negotiations and 

an action plan, making monitoring the implementation process more accessible for the EU and 

civil society in both countries. The EU is exerting more pressure on the parties to deliver, 

though this pressure remains mostly on Kosovo.  

6.3. Turning Tables: How the EU could have Prevented Western 
Balkans Stabilitocracies?  

The Western Balkans was the first post-war region to which the EU aimed to expand its 

influence. However, the EU’s formalised ambitions and efforts to expand towards Ukraine and 

Moldova represent another political endeavour to reach a region with comparable complexities. 

It is important to note in this case that Ukraine is still a case of an ongoing war without a clear 

picture of how the country will look after it is over. The decision to formalise the enlargement 

process towards Moldova and Ukraine sparked numerous debates regarding the lessons learned 

from the Western Balkans and its two-decade journey in the enlargement process, which 

yielded limited results. This critical juncture in the EU’s enlargement policy necessitates a 

comprehensive assessment of the lessons derived from its approach to the Western Balkans. 

This thesis has looked at the enlargement as a normative EU power as well as its ambitions in 

conflict management. It highlighted the EU’s leverage but also limitations. Henceforth, the key 

lessons learned encompass the elaboration of the series of strategic decisions of the EU that 
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potentially could have made the Western Balkans enlargement a success story and ultimately 

avoid establishing stabilitocracies. 

The first strategic step toward the Western Balkans would be understanding the complexities 

of a post-conflict region and sharpening the EU enlargement toolkit for the Western Balkans 

to fit the region’s specific circumstances. This step would optimise the EU’s influence in the 

Western Balkans; strategically, it would be crucial to reassess and update the existing EU 

enlargement toolkit. While the toolkit has proven effective in previous waves of expansion, 

especially in the Central Eastern European (CEE) countries, its application in the post-conflict 

region of the Western Balkans has showcased significant limitations over time (Bermeo, 2016). 

Unlike previous cases where aspiring countries demonstrated robust political will to join the 

EU and created a solid institutional infrastructure to fulfil the enlargement criteria, the Western 

Balkans face unique challenges related to past conflicts and a fragmented commitment to 

European integration. By acknowledging these limitations and considering the region’s 

complex dynamics, the EU should have developed an updated toolkit that addresses the 

challenges of post-conflict societies while fostering genuine political will for EU membership. 

This approach would have facilitated a smoother and more effective progress towards European 

integration in the Western Balkans, ultimately enhancing stability, democracy, and regional 

cooperation. The EU enlargement toward the Western Balkans evidently required a robust 

involvement in conflict management. As such, the need for democratic reforms necessitates a 

tailored approach that combines enlargement with foreign policy objectives. In this case, both 

could have been launched simultaneously and at a faster pace (Interview 1, 2021).  

Enlargement toward the Western Balkans requires an updated and refined enlargement toolkit, 

and a genuine and unwavering political commitment to enlargement must accompany it. The 

political ambition, originating from the EU, was primarily driven by the EU’s geopolitical 

interests, as evidenced by the opening of the enlargement process towards the Western Balkans 

at the Thessaloniki Summit in 2003. Launching a robust enlargement agenda with the EU’s 

strong normative power during the early 2000s could have had a transformative impact in the 

Western Balkans (Interview 1, 2021; Interview 7, 2022). To achieve this, the EU could have 

adopted a distinct approach in the Western Balkans, moving beyond viewing the process as a 

technical and bureaucratic exercise. Instead, it could have been recognised as a transformative 

mission to establish resilient democracies, thus surpassing the acceptance of a status quo that 

guarantees the absence of active conflict. Merely maintaining a fragile peace in the region is 

an insufficient political objective that the EU should not have settled for. 
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Dealing with a fragile security-wise region should not have weakened the importance of the 

EU conditionality. On the contrary, the EU should have strengthened its conditionality and 

enforce non-negotiable criteria. Security and stability could only be guaranteed by strong and 

democratic governments in the region. Hence, in the EU’s agenda, the short-run ambition 

should have been to establish solid democracies and not the stability provided by autocratic 

regimes. As such, the EU should have enhanced the effectiveness of conditionality by setting 

clear benchmarks and enforceable mechanisms to strictly monitor this process. A process that 

rewards the progress and sanctions the regress in democratisation (Interview 6, 2022). The EU 

should have persisted in demonstrating a solid commitment to its values and strictly held 

candidate countries accountable for meeting the agreed conditions. This would have 

maintained a strong EU leverage in the region instead of turning into an actor which is easily 

bent by the local autocratic regimes. By reinforcing its political power and leverage in the 

Western Balkans, the EU could have avoided the transactional approach and asserted its 

transformative power in enlargement. This would have safeguarded the EU’s normative 

influence and underscored the long-term benefits of EU integration beyond geopolitical 

consideration by establishing democratic countries in the region, guaranteeing long-term 

stability and prosperity.  

One strategic mistake in the region that allowed the regimes to build the anti-EU narrative is 

the lack of active communication of the conditionality and the benefits. Thus, the EU could 

have communicated a clear and consistent message to the region and its citizens. This could 

have been done by articulating a clear and consistent message about the EU’s values, 

expectations, and benefits of EU integration as a process. Tailor the messaging to address each 

country's and its citizens' specific concerns and aspirations by highlighting the tangible benefits 

of EU membership, including economic opportunities, increased mobility, and enhanced 

security. This way, the EU could have increased the demand for EU reforms by the citizens of 

the countries in the region and avoided the anti-EU narrative nurtured by the stabilitocrats in 

the region (Interview 1, 2021; Interview 2, 2021). 

Another very important element to preventing the emergence of stabilitocracy is dealing with 

Serbia using a different approach. Given the strained nature of EU-Serbia relations and the 

evolving dynamics in the Western Balkans, it could be strategic to reassess the approach to EU 

enlargement and recalibrate the EU’s engagement with Serbia and the Brussels Dialogue. 

The EU’s approach in the Western Balkans remains immensely centred on Serbia. Indeed, 

Serbia strategically is one of the countries with the most significant potential and institutional 
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infrastructure to deliver on the reforms, but this was not the reason why the EU focused 

predominantly on Serbia. The geopolitical alignments of Serbia and its strategic partnership 

with Russia (later with China) have placed Serbia in the top priority geopolitically. Instead, the 

EU could have engaged in constructive dialogue to encourage Serbia to align its foreign policy 

with EU values and interests and develop targeted strategies to mitigate the influence of 

external actors. As such, the EU should not have shown flexibility on conditionality to 

accommodate the needs of local undemocratic elites. 

Similarly, the foreign policy ambition in conflict management included addressing the Kosovo 

issue, thus putting Serbia at the centre of the EU’s foreign policy agenda. The Brussels 

Dialogue has been integrated into the EU membership process, aiming to use enlargement as a 

“golden carrot” in the case of Serbia. Thus, disentangling the Kosovo issue from the EU 

integration process would ensure a clear and principled approach to the Serbia’s EU 

membership process, namely its need to fulfil the Copenhagen criteria and complete its 

democratic trajectory. The EU could have engaged in separate, focused dialogues to address 

the complexities and sensitivities surrounding Kosovo, fostering a conducive environment for 

dialogue, but not at the expense of the actual democratic reforms. This would have been the 

key element preventing the EU from falling in the stability trap set by the Serbian political 

elites using Kosovo as a distraction to their shortcomings in the EU reforms. The open dispute 

between Kosovo and Serbia has laid bare significant vulnerabilities and flaws in the EU’s 

approach to enlargement and foreign policy goals. This would have prevented the EU from 

largely engaging in the pursuit of short-term stability, even if artificially constructed, and 

ultimately avoid the significant long-term challenges by stalling the democratisation process 

and impeding EU enlargement. The EU’s toleration of hybrid, semi-authoritarian regimes 

exhibiting autocratic tendencies especially in Serbia in exchange for regional stability and a 

perceived pro-EU orientation has set a worrying precedent. Other types of stabilitocracies have 

emerged in varying degrees across the Western Balkans, each taking on unique manifestations 

within their respective countries. For instance, Kosovo has attempted to mirror Serbia’s 

behaviour in the Brussels Dialogue, leading to rivalry and instability, particularly evident in 

northern Kosovo. Montenegro at some point by nurturing the pro-Russia strategic alliance and 

enabling Chinese investments in the country.  

Even in light of the concerning developments observed in all countries in the region and the 

emergence of stabilitocracies in the Western Balkans, the EU could have been strongly more 

vocal against stabilitocracies. It could have prevented the instances of state capture elements 
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and avoided undermining the importance of the enlargement criteria by making its 

conditionality negotiable. This would have prevented the local political elites in the region from 

viewing the enlargement criteria as flexible and subject to flexible interpretation. The EU’s 

flexibility and tolerance toward the worrying lack of political will to implement the reforms 

turned the EU membership process from a transformational to a transactional one. Similarly, 

the EU could have held its standards consistently and unequivocally, irrespective of 

geopolitical challenges considerations. The EU should have been better at identifying, 

recognising and responding to the geopolitical competition and the influence of illiberal actors 

in the region, but not by bending its conditionality. The EU could have responded to the 

growing influence of illiberal actors by engaging in proactive diplomacy to counterbalance 

their influence. 

Similarly, this could have been done by promoting the benefits and advantages of EU 

integration, which could have been done by communicating directly with the citizens of these 

countries, which would have maintained their demand for EU reforms. All these elements 

combined would prevent the process from becoming vulnerable to geopolitical aspects and 

unresolved bilateral issues in the Western Balkans. Lastly, regional cooperation and 

integration would not necessarily solve all the disputes in the region as the EU expected.  

Fostering regional cooperation initiatives that promote dialogue, trust-building, and economic 

integration among Western Balkan countries is a good addition. However, bilateral disputes 

cannot be solved only at the multilateral level. They should include a proactive bilateral 

engagement in parallel (Interview 7, 2022). This is extremely important as the EU is embarking 

on a region which shares a similar nature of bilateral disputes, such as the Easter Partnership 

region.  

6.4. Moving Away from Stabilitocracy: The Future of EU 
Enlargement  

In Chapter IV, I analysed the reality on the ground and identified the flaws in the EU approach 

in the Brussels Dialogue, eventually leading to stabilitocracy. However, this section looks at 

the lessons learned from practising the stability approach in the Western Balkans and the key 

steps the EU should take to avoid it in future enlargement processes. The emergence of 

stabilitocracies and the EU’s failure to establish democracies in the Western Balkans reflects 

on the current weak state of the EU and its normative power. The limited success in the Western 

Balkans also shapes the EU's approach in future enlargement processes and international 
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negotiations. The rise of stabilitocracies in the Western Balkans has created a situation in which 

member states find it relatively acceptable, aligning with their lack of political ambition for 

expanding into the region. However, suppose we assess the EU’s normative power based on its 

ability to facilitate enlargement in the Western Balkans and its effectiveness in international 

negotiations, as demonstrated by the Brussels Dialogue. In that case, it becomes evident that 

significant shortcomings must be addressed in the future. Evidently, keeping the Western 

Balkans in a state of anticipation is considered an acceptable solution amidst intra-EU crises 

and significant disagreements regarding the EU’s future and its ambitions for further expansion 

(Interview 11, 2023). However, nurturing a stability-oriented approach in the region has had 

detrimental effects on its democratic transition. Rather than fostering democratic resilience, the 

EU has inadvertently allowed an environment to thrive in which authoritarianism prevails, and 

autocratic leaders strengthen their control using the EU resources in the enlargement process. 

Consequently, the stability approach cannot be simply described as a trade-off between stability 

and reforms, as it reveals fundamental and structural flaws in the EU’s utilisation of 

enlargement as a foreign policy tool and undermines its normative and transformative power. 

The root cause of stabilitocracy boils down to the actual EU's willingness to exercise its 

normative power through enlargement and, most importantly, the definition of enlargement by 

the EU and the expectations of the candidate countries toward this process. As seen in the 

Thessaloniki Summit, the EU’s response to the post-war Western Balkans resembles its 

approach towards Ukraine and Moldova, primarily driven by stability and geopolitics. The EU 

must view enlargement as a tool for democratic transformation rather than solely as a means 

of managing conflicts. Lessons drawn from the Western Balkans and the Brussels Dialogue 

highlight the significant role played by the stability approach in fostering authoritarian regimes, 

which directly contradicts the EU’s original objective of promoting democratic values through 

enlargement. 

Relying on non-democratic and autocratic leaders to maintain short-term stability in the region 

undermines the EU’s normative power. It poses a significant obstacle to its ambitions in conflict 

management. By tolerating and endorsing ‘stabilitocrats’ in the Western Balkans, the EU risks 

sending a similar message to political elites in the Eastern Partnership region - Moldova, 

Ukraine, and potentially, Georgia. This, in turn, may encourage these leaders to prioritise 

geopolitical interests over democratic reforms or even contribute to creating pockets of 

instability, perpetually escalating the situation. 
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The EU’s approach of treating enlargement primarily as a tool for stabilisation in times of 

crisis has led to a recurring pattern of granting candidate status to countries prematurely and in 

responsive mode – excluding the case of Kosovo, which is still in the process of application. 

This practice is risky as it can lead to countries facing significant stagnation when it comes to 

the actual implementation of EU reforms, as evidenced by the challenges experienced in the 

Western Balkans and Turkey. While it is crucial to establish a clear and predictable timeframe 

for the enlargement process, it is equally important to avoid setting unrealistic dates and 

expectations, as has been the case with past instances such as the Enlargement Strategy 2025 

in the Western Balkans (Interview 10, 2022). 

Ensuring internal cohesion and defining enlargement methodology are two imperative steps 

that would eventually break the pattern of establishing regimes that guarantee a stable status 

quo. First, the EU should ensure that all EU member states are on board with enlargement 

toward yet extending enlargement ambitions in another region that shares the same 

complexities with the Western Balkans. Albeit there is a pro-Ukraine sentiment to a large extent 

across the EU, there are countries like the Netherlands who, according to BiEPAG research do 

not believe that the war in Ukraine should accelerate the EU integration process toward Western 

Balkans or Ukraine (Cvijic et al., 2022). Enlargement contains strategic steps which require 

the support of all member states. In the case of the Western Balkans, the sceptics created 

outstanding political obstacles even for issues outside of the enlargement framework, for 

example the case of Bulgaria toward North Macedonia (Interview 9, 2023). In addition to the 

political will, there is a need to define the enlargement methodology. The introduction of an ill-

defined process initiated by France in 2018, known as the change of enragement methodology, 

has not yet fully materialised (Prelec and Delevic, 2019). While the new methodology includes 

more sanctioning mechanisms by the EU towards countries regressing in EU integration 

reforms, it must address the lack of political will, the fading enthusiasm for enlargement among 

member states, and the overall diminished EU leverage in enlargement. This is imperative for 

the technical part of enlargement, which is crucial for Brussels to maintain a track record of 

implementation of reforms in the aspiring countries. 

Furthermore, the EU should define its vision of enlargement. Enlargement in the EU has been 

put on hold as the EU has struggled with a series of consecutive crises, as discussed in detail 

in Chapter II of the thesis. The stagnation of the enlargement process can also be attributed to 

the need for more consensus and unanimity on foreign policy matters, a topic explored in 

Chapter V. Despite the internal disagreements. The EU has embarked on another enlargement 
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process involving Moldova and Ukraine. While this may signify a renewed impetus for the 

long-stalled Western Balkans enlargement, the candidacy of Moldova and Ukraine could 

potentially bring about significant changes to the EU’s enlargement process. However, the 

specific detail of future enlargement remains unclear. The introduction of the European 

Political Community (EPC) by French President Emmanuel Macron has sparked a discussion 

on the future of the European Union (Marciaq, 2022). Although this initiative is still in its 

preliminary stages and requires further development, it has triggered a debate on the definition 

of Europe's core and periphery. While, at the time of writing, this debate has not directly clashed 

with the enlargement process, it highlights ongoing discussions regarding the future of 

enlargement in the Western Balkans and beyond. Additionally, various voices and initiatives 

advocate for restructuring the enlargement framework, such as the introduction of models like 

staged accession or a tiered membership process. However, both options fall short of offering 

full membership, diminishing aspiring countries' aspirations for complete transformation.  

Enlargement has often been pursued to respond to geopolitical shifts, but it is crucial to keep 

old patterns focused solely on stability and geopolitics. The reliance on stabilitocracy, although 

providing short-term stability, has revealed weaknesses in the EU’s ability to counter external 

actors like Russia. The geopolitical implications of stabilitocracy are discussed in detail in 

Chapter V, highlighting how the EU’s limited enlargement efforts and weakened normative 

power have allowed Russia to exert influence in the Western Balkans, exploiting the 

shortcomings of the Brussels Dialogue. This pattern of stabilitocracy can also be observed in 

the Eastern Partnership region, particularly following the Russian annexation of Crimea in 

2014. The EU’s approach during high-level negotiations involving Ukraine, Russia, and 

Belarus in 2015 demonstrated a similar prioritisation of stability. Led by Angela Merkel and 

François Hollande, the EU engaged with Russian President Vladimir Putin, Belarusian 

President Alexander Lukashenko, and Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko in an attempt to 

find a solution after the Russian invasion of Crimea (Forsberg, 2016). However, this case 

illustrates the EU’s inclination to uphold the status quo for the sake of stability (Jarábik, 2015). 

This negotiation process resulted in a short-term and unsustainable solution, as evidenced by 

the EU imposing heavy political and economic sanctions on Belarus in 2020 and Russia’s 

continued aggression, culminating in a full-scale invasion in 2022 (Interview 4, 2022). The 

vulnerability of the EU and its key member states, particularly in dealing with external actors 

like Russia, has undermined the EU’s aspirations to become a global actor. 
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Motivated by the conflict in Ukraine, the EU employed enlargement as a foreign policy tool to 

address the situation with Russia. Ukraine and Moldova were granted candidate country status, 

and the EU aimed to generate momentum in the Brussels Dialogue. Despite over a decade of 

unsuccessful attempts to resolve the Kosovo-Serbia issue through this dialogue, which exposed 

significant vulnerabilities in the EU’s mission to pacify and democratise the region (Bechev, 

2022), the EU has renewed its efforts to facilitate a final agreement. However, the EU’s strategy 

has remained unchanged, with continued support for the autocratic leader in Serbia, who is 

perceived as capable of ensuring success and aligning strategically with the West while exerting 

immense pressure on Kosovo to compromise and accommodate Serbia’s demands. Seizing the 

opportunity to bring Serbia closer to the EU and resolve the Kosovo-Serbia issue while Russia’s 

attention is focused on the war in Ukraine, the EU has introduced the German-French plan in 

the Brussels Dialogue (Interview 11, 2023). In early 2023, the EU implemented two verbal 

agreements affirming a short-term stability approach. The EU’s push for the French-German 

plan follows an incremental approach that could result in years of negotiations and regional 

stagnation. Instead of advocating for a change in the enlargement strategy that prioritises 

reforms, the EU has displayed significant flaws by partnering with autocratic leaders for the 

sake of stability. For example, Serbia has continued its trend of state capture and has declined 

to join the EU’s sanctions against Russia. Consequently, the EU perpetuates the stability 

approach, even though it carries significant political costs in the long term (Interview 13, 2023). 

There is a concern that the EU may repeat the pattern observed in the Western Balkans when it 

comes to Ukraine’s membership process, which poses an even more significant challenge for 

the EU. Unless there is a deliberate strategic shift and a well-defined plan to transition from 

crisis response and stability-focused approaches, there is a significant risk that Ukraine will 

experience a situation similar to that of the Western Balkans. Unless there is a strategic change 

and plan to move from crisis response and stability, there is a high risk of Ukraine mirroring 

the Western Balkans scenario.  

6.5. Conclusion 
This Chapter analysed the implications of the stabilitocracy approach in the region and how it 

will determine the future of the EU as a normative power and a global actor in conflict 

management. In addition, it offered an analysis of the situation in which the negotiation table 

turned and explored what could have been done to make the Brussels Dialogue a success story.  
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As elaborated in Chapter IV, the Brussels Dialogue has shown severe shortcomings in the past 

decade, significantly limiting the EU’s leverage and chances for success. For the first time, this 

process involved the EU directly and combined the most powerful EU policy tools, such as 

enlargement and foreign policy ambitions. The Brussels Dialogue could have been a victory 

for the EU in conflict management, enlargement, and transformations of the region, thus 

maintaining its global actorness. The Brussels Dialogue – the first negotiation process of this 

nature – could have been a success with proper strategic planning. The starting step would be 

developing a document on basic principles, the timeframe of the dialogue, and clear objectives. 

As such, the first section lists crucial elements that should prevent the EU from settling with 

stability in the Brussels Dialogue. These elements include the avoidance of intra-EU 

divergences in relation to Kosovo, full support of all member states in the process proactively, 

a more robust foreign policy and security approach to the Brussels Dialogue, high political 

support for the EU institutions leading the process, as well as realistic, strict, and fair interlink 

to enlargement based on performance in implementation and not merely in signing the 

agreements. High-level leadership is imperative, especially after undertaking such a crucial 

negotiation process mandated by the UN, as Chapter III explains.  

Most importantly, taking full ownership of the process by showing robust political power as a 

facilitator was an essential element that would have prevented the EU from falling into the 

stability trap provided by autocrats, as would avoiding constructive ambiguity as a strategy by 

making it time-bound. Moreover, the research shows that the EU missed the opportunity to 

bring about a resolution by giving up on the incremental approach and addressing the elephant 

in the room – the recognition of Kosovo by Serbia. The EU is deeply involved in both countries’ 

internal affairs and is the biggest donor. Thus, the EU has the capital to utilise the track one, 

two, and three processes simultaneously to aim for greater sustainability of the Brussels 

Dialogue.  

The willingness of the EU to turn a blind eye to democratisation put the region into a dangerous 

vicious cycle. Furthermore, it dashed the hopes of the Western Balkans countries and 

contributed to immensely decreasing the EU normative power and leverage. The second part 

of the chapter shows that the decrease in the normative power of the EU took place due to 

consecutive internal crises, which put the EU in a survival mode. However, failing to deliver 

on the Western Balkans immediately after Thessaloniki, while there was democratic resilience 

on the ground and willingness to join the EU, was a strategic mistake that led to building 

stabilitocracy in the region. The impact of the stability approach in the region stalled the 



 184 

democratisation process. It exposed the weakness of the EU, which partnered with autocratic 

leaders for short-term stability. These leaders continue fuelling nationalist narratives and 

feeding anti-EU sentiments while collaborating with other illiberal actors, such as Russia, using 

the region to challenge the West. The Western Balkan leaders learned how to trade off the 

stability in bilateral disputes with neighbours or partnerships with other actors. As a result, the 

EU integration process for the region became transactional and not transformational. Thus 

moving the region away from the democratic transition and needed reforms for EU 

membership.  

Staiblitocracy was not only detrimental to the region; the last section of the chapter confirms 

that the Brussels Dialogue has also negatively impacted the EU and its aspirations to maintain 

its normative power and place among the most globally relevant actors. The EU was supposed 

to build democracies that fostered the creation of strong autocratic leaders and build 

stabilitocracies that functioned like authoritarian regimes. However, the EU, in exchange for 

short-term stability, created long-term obstacles, thus limiting its ability to yield results in the 

region. Acceptance of stability in exchange for reforms showcases the intra-EU divergences 

and the uncertainty about the future of the EU and its foreign policy ambitions. Moreover, the 

Brussels Dialogue can impact the EU’s future aspirations to deal with open and active conflicts. 

The war in Ukraine has accelerated the EU membership process. After receiving the EU 

candidate status in 2022, Ukraine will most likely be the next mission for the EU to solve using 

enlargement as a tool. Again, similarly to the Western Balkans, the EU’s approach to Ukraine 

and Moldova was purely geopolitical and stability-oriented. However, the case of Ukraine also 

adds security elements, further complicating the EU’s already limited political capital in foreign 

policy and security.  
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Conclusion: Beyond Stabilitocracy? 

The thesis has contributed to advancing the academic understanding of stabilitocracy by 

refining our understanding of the concept through unique empirical evidence derived from an 

analysis of the Brussels Dialogue. By analysing the implications of the EU stability approach 

towards the Brussels Dialogue, this thesis provides unique insights and contributes to scholarly 

discourse on stabilitocracy. The case study offers a uniquely illustrative example of the EU’s 

combination of enlargement policy, its aspirations for a unified foreign policy and security, and 

its ambitions to build a global profile in conflict mediation. Focusing on a process that has not 

been extensively explored, this research has shed light on the multifaceted challenges and 

potential implications of the EU’s pursuit of stabilitocracy. In addition to the enlargement 

policy, this research has enhanced the academic understanding of the EU’s role in international 

mediation. The findings of this thesis have significant implications for policymakers, scholars, 

and practitioners involved in conflict resolution, foreign policy, and EU studies.  

Chapter Overview 
Chapter I laid the foundation for the subsequent analysis by mapping existing knowledge on 

democratic backsliding/relapsing, stabilitocracy, semi-authoritarian regimes, and competitive 

authoritarian regimes in the context of EU integration. In this chapter, I reviewed and 

synthesised previous research on democratic transformation through EU integration and 

conditionality, as well as the challenges faced by the EU in the face of the unprecedented crisis 

of democracy present within the EU member states. The most important part of the chapter is 

the section that introduces the concept of stabilitocracy and its application by the EU, 

particularly in the case of the Brussels Dialogue. 

This chapter analysed how the EU has traditionally exercised its soft power. I argued, however, 

that enlargement conditionality, which was one of the main tools to promote democratic values 

and practices – and had immense success in the past – is gradually diminishing. The emergence 

of democratic backsliding, illiberal democracy, and semi-authoritarian regimes has posed new 

challenges to the EU’s foreign policy approach. Moreover, the crisis within the EU shaking its 

fundamental values has impacted the EU enlargement agenda and, thereby, its normative 

power. As such, this led to Stabilitocracy, prioritising stability over democratic principles.  

This chapter provided a comprehensive literature review on stabilitocracy, exploring its various 

perspectives, forms, implications, and applications in the case of the Brussels Dialogue. By 
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doing so, I set the foundation for the subsequent case study that forms the main focus of this 

thesis. In addition, the chapter provided the necessary background information on previous 

research, the EU’s approach to democratic transformation, the challenges posed by the crisis 

of democracy, and the concept of stabilitocracy. 

Chapter II delved into the evolution of the EU from a normative and transformative power to 

a resilient actor. It highlighted the decreasing potency of the EU’s normative power and its 

implications for the turn towards stabilitocracy, particularly within the context of the 

enlargement process in the Western Balkans and the EU’s ambition to solve the Kosovo – 

Serbia dispute in the framework of the Brussels Dialogue. 

This chapter explained how, initially, the EU was seen as a peace project driven by geopolitical 

circumstances and the goal of promoting stability while fostering democratisation. This was 

exemplified by including Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries through the EU’s 

enlargement process. However, this chapter examined the underlying factors, such as the multi-

layered crisis within the EU and the changing geopolitical order, behind the decrease of the 

EU’s appetite to engage in the enlargement agenda and the evolving balance between stability 

and democratisation at the detriment of the latter, mainly when the EU laid the ambition to pair 

enlargement with establishing its role in conflict resolution through mediation and negotiations. 

This approach has led to the emergence of ‘stabilitocracy’ and reflects the changing dynamics 

within the EU and the way the EU navigates in its immediate neighbourhood. This shift raises 

questions about the emphasis on stability at the expense of the transformative aspects of EU 

membership. 

Moreover, the chapter explored the specific mechanisms employed by the EU in the Western 

Balkans, such as the Copenhagen Criteria and the promotion of good neighbourly relations. 

These mechanisms aimed to foster democracy and regional cooperation in a post-conflict 

region, testing the EU’s normative power to a large extent. The case study of the Western 

Balkans has shed light on the EU’s role in the democratisation processes, conflict management, 

and peace negotiations. Moreover, it illustrated the EU’s aspirations to take a leading role in 

these processes, highlighting its normative power and transformative potential in conflict-

ridden regions. 

By examining the factors shaping the EU’s transition to an actor seeking resilience instead of 

an actor seeking expansion, particularly in the context of the enlargement process and 

engagement in the Western Balkans, this chapter contributed to the theoretical framework. It 
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provided a comprehensive understanding of the EU’s role in contemporary global affairs. It 

shed light on the dynamics and priorities influencing the EU’s shift from a normative and 

transformative power to an actor seeking resilience. This analysis enhances our understanding 

of the EU’s role in promoting stability, democracy, and regional cooperation in complex and 

challenging contexts such as the post-conflict Western Balkans, which challenged the EU’s 

unsharpened enlargement toolkit.  

Chapter III examined the role of the EU as a mediator in international mediation and 

negotiation; it examined the trajectory of the EU’s ambition to build on common foreign policy 

and security. More specifically, it analysed the transformation of the EU’s foreign and security 

policy, driven by its involvement in the Yugoslav Wars in the 1990s and the establishment of 

common foreign policy and security goals through the post-Lisbon Treaty phase in 2009 until 

2020, when the EU further sophisticated its strategic toolkit on international mediation. Finally, 

the chapter delved into the EU’s structured diplomacy approach, combining conditionality and 

the good neighbourly relations policy, both presented at the 2003 Thessaloniki Summit.  

The Chapter focused explicitly on the Brussels Dialogue, which paved the way for the case 

study to be unfolded in Chapter IV.  The EU’s role as a mediator in the Brussels Dialogue holds 

significance for this thesis as it tests the EU’s tailored approach towards the Western Balkans, 

combining enlargement and international mediation. It shows how the lack of experience and 

utilisation of its strategic leverage strengthened the concept of ‘stabilitocracy’ in Kosovo and 

Serbia. By exploring the technical and political phases of the Brussels Dialogue, the chapter 

has highlighted the link between the reform process based on the Copenhagen Criteria and the 

stability approach. 

Using the Brussels Dialogue as a case study, the chapter showcased the significant limitations 

of the EU’s soft transformative approach. It underlined the challenges faced by the EU’s 

mediation role, mainly through the membership process as leverage in the Brussels Dialogue. 

The chapter provided a comprehensive analysis of the agreements reached from 2011 to 2023 

– both the technical and the political phases, setting the stage for the subsequent case study, 

which explored the limitations and gradual entrapment of the EU in the stability trap within the 

framework of the Brussels Dialogue. 

This chapter contributes to a deeper understanding of the EU’s role as a mediator in 

international negotiations. It sheds light on the complexities of the EU’s approach, the 

constraints of its soft transformative approach, and the necessity for a re-evaluation of its 
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enlargement methodology in the Western Balkans. The insights and analysis presented in this 

chapter pave the way for the subsequent case study, enabling a comprehensive examination of 

the limitations faced by the EU and its gradual entanglement in the stability trap in the Brussels 

Dialogue. 

Chapter IV presented the case study by providing an extensive analysis of the Brussels 

Dialogue, focusing on exploring how a process that aimed to bring normalisation has been 

completely securitised, further strengthening the stability approach in relation to the Brussels 

Dialogue. In addition, the chapter sheds light on the limitations of the EU as a facilitator and 

its lack of experience and political power in effectively handling a frozen conflict with the 

potential for tensions to flare up. 

The chapter examined how the EU fell short in sharpening its enlargement toolkit when applied 

to a negotiation process. Furthermore, it highlighted the key strategic shortcomings of the EU 

in the Brussels Dialogue. Firstly, it looked at the incremental approach employed in the 

Brussels Dialogue, which aimed to reach stability and normalisation through a series of small 

compromises. However, due to the lack of defined goals, this approach made the process open-

ended and vulnerable to fuelling tensions between the parties. Moreover, the EU’s constructive 

ambiguity, which initially aimed to maintain flexibility by keeping details of the agreement 

unclear and unsharpened until both parties are fully ready to implement the agreements, has 

failed to produce effective results. Instead, parties involved in the dialogue have used the 

incremental approach and constructive ambiguity as excuses to avoid implementing the 

initially agreed-upon agreements, thus undermining the progress of the dialogue. 

Furthermore, the chapter examined the impact of the Brussels Dialogue on Kosovo’s internal 

statehood and its ability to navigate internally and externally while engaging in negotiations 

with Serbia. Finally, the chapter has explored the complex trajectory of the Brussels Dialogue, 

which has oscillated between pursuing the overarching objective of normalisation and settling 

for agreements that provide marginal and artificial short-term stability. I argued that the EU’s 

desire for stability guaranteed through the preservation of relationships with autocratic leaders 

led to the trap of stabilitocracy, in which meaningful reforms and democratisation have been 

almost wholly side-lined. 

In sum, this chapter provided a critical analysis of the Brussels Dialogue, highlighting its 

limitations and the challenges faced by the EU as a mediator. Moreover, it examined the 

consequences of the dialogue on the ground, particularly regarding stabilitocracy and the trade-
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off between stability and democratic principles. The insights and findings presented in this 

chapter contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the shortcomings of the EU’s 

facilitation role and the complex dynamics at play in the Brussels Dialogue.  

Chapter V looked at the role of the external actors, which pushed the EU even more toward the 

stability approach in relation to the Brussels Dialogue. This chapter provided an extensive 

analysis of the geopolitical aspects of the Brussels Dialogue and the complexities of the 

relationships between the various actors involved. In addition, the chapter emphasised the 

central role of the EU as a global actor in peacebuilding and negotiations while highlighting 

the importance of political power and consensus among member states in effectively navigating 

the dialogue. 

The chapter demonstrated that the EU’s ability to influence the Brussels Dialogue depends 

entirely on its member states’ political will. It argues that the EU’s main ‘carrot’ and only 

leverage in the process – enlargement, which depends on the individual member states’ 

decisions – has significantly diminished the EU’s political power in the dialogue. The lack of 

progress in enlargement has shifted the EU’s primary goal towards stability in the region, 

leading to the acceptance of stabilitocracy as a dominant approach in the Brussels Dialogue 

and the wider Western Balkan region. 

This chapter looked at the intra-EU limitations from the enlargement perspective and the 

member states’ attitude toward Kosovo’s statehood due to the five non-recognisers (Cyprus, 

Greece, Romania, Slovakia, and Spain). Thus, it identified the fundamental limitations 

constraining the EU – the divergent approach toward Kosovo – which deepened the power 

asymmetry, placing Kosovo at a disadvantage. Furthermore, I argued that the absence of unified 

and proactive political support from all member states hindered the External Action Service 

(EEAS) political power and ability to navigate the process effectively. This also includes 

providing political power to run the negotiations and give incentives for enlargement while 

closely monitoring reforms and the progress of democratisation. 

Furthermore, the chapter explored the geopolitical role of Russia in the Brussels Dialogue and 

its influence on the region’s stability. Russia’s support for autocratic leaders in the Western 

Balkans, particularly in Serbia, has posed a direct challenge to the EU’s normative power and 

the influence of the West. Russia’s involvement as an illiberal external actor has had significant 

implications for stability in the region and has reinforced the stabilitocracy approach in the 

dialogue. The Brussels Dialogue opened the gate for increased Russian meddling with the West 
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in The Western Balkans. The local enablers, such as the President of Serbia, who has nurtured 

a robust pro-Russian narrative, have not only used it as leverage toward the EU in the process 

but also enabled Russia to advance its foreign policy ambitions in the region.  

The Chapter looked at the active engagement of the U.S., which challenges ‘the hour of Europe’ 

almost four decades after the EU formally showed ambitions to set the region straight. The role 

of the U.S. – apart from the Trump Administration – is presented as that of an ally mainly 

utilising its leverage on Kosovo. This, however, calls into question the ability of the EU to 

independently lead a negotiation process solely relying on its strategic leverage, thus exercising 

its strategic autonomy in the Western Balkans. 

In sum, this chapter shed light on the complex dynamics of the Brussels Dialogue, considering 

the interactions between member states and EU institutions and the influence of external actors 

such as Russia and the U.S. in the form of an ally. The findings highlight the complexities of 

navigating the dialogue and underscore the challenges faced by the EU in maintaining its 

normative power and promoting stability in the region. Understanding these geopolitical 

aspects is crucial to comprehending the broader context of the Brussels Dialogue and the EU’s 

preference for stability over democratic reforms. 

The insights presented in this chapter contribute to a better understanding of the geopolitical 

dimensions at play in the Brussels Dialogue. Moreover, they pave the way for the last chapter, 

which elaborates on the implications of the stability approach in the Brussels Dialogue, the 

region, and the future of the EU as a global actor in conflict mediation.  

Chapter VI provided an extensive analysis of the lessons learned from the Brussels Dialogue 

and their broader implications for the EU as a negotiator in global conflicts and its approach to 

similar situations in neighbouring regions, Ukraine being one of the most pressing issues at the 

time of writing. The chapter has explored these lessons in-depth and examined their impact on 

the EU’s global actorness as a normative and transformational power and its role in conflict 

mediation. 

Firstly, the chapter emphasised the significant role of the Brussels Dialogue in shaping the EU’s 

global position in mediation. By analysing the EU’s approach and attempts to resolve the 

Kosovo-Serbia conflict, valuable insights have been gained into the EU’s strategies and tactics 

in dealing with other conflicts in the immediate neighbourhood and beyond through the 

proactive engagement of its structural diplomacy. This analysis has allowed for conclusions to 
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be drawn regarding the effectiveness and limitations of the EU’s conflict resolution methods 

and their applicability to other cases. 

The chapter also investigated alternative approaches the EU could have taken to succeed in the 

Brussels Dialogue without relying on the stabilitocracy approach. It explored how the EU’s 

structured diplomacy could have been more effectively utilised and coordinated to steer the 

dialogue and facilitate the completion of the enlargement process in the Western Balkans. In a 

scenario-like situation, this analysis provides insights into potential adjustments in the EU’s 

approach to enhance its effectiveness in conflict resolution and enlargement processes. 

Furthermore, the chapter examined the impact of the EU’s stabilitocracy approach in the 

Brussels Dialogue. The lack of progress in the enlargement process has affected the EU’s ability 

to fulfil its foreign policy and security ambitions in the Western Balkans. It has implications 

for the future of the EU’s normative and transformative power. The chapter’s findings also 

extend to future cases that share similar elements, such as Ukraine, where democratic reforms, 

stability, and security components intersect. Furthermore, the case of Ukraine would similarly 

combine the EU’s enlargement process with its foreign policy ambitions. 

In sum, this chapter highlighted that the lessons from the Brussels Dialogue have far-reaching 

implications for the EU’s research model and discussion. It provides valuable insights into the 

EU’s global role, the impact of its policies, and alternative strategies that could lead to more 

successful outcomes in conflict resolution and the enlargement process. Considering these 

lessons and their broader implications, the EU can strengthen its negotiation approach, enhance 

its normative power, and contribute to peaceful resolution and stability, especially in regions 

with multi-layered presence through structural diplomacy.  

Original Contribution to Knowledge 
This thesis has provided a comprehensive analysis of the implications stemming from the EU’s 

stability-orientated approach applied within the framework of the Brussels Dialogue. Through 

thoroughly examining the relevant literature, empirical data collected through qualitative 

research methods, and the case study analysis, the research has highlighted the complex 

dynamics at play in the EU’s engagement in the Brussels Dialogue. The EU’s emphasis on 

stability has led to compromises and concessions, which at times have clashed with the 

democratic principles the EU professes. This thesis confirms that the preference for stability 

over reforms has been detrimental to Kosovo and Serbia – and the Western Balkans region as 
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a whole – and to the EU’s democratisation agenda and its quest to become a global actor in 

conflict mediation processes.  

The findings confirm that this case study is unique as it analyses the EU’s two main foreign 

policy tools, the enlargement as a foreign policy tool and its ambitions in conflict management 

through international mediation. The Brussels Dialogue proved to be a solid case study to 

enable a detailed scrutinization of the trade-off between the EU’s stated commitment to 

democratic values and its accommodation of authoritarian behaviour for short-term stability. 

Unfortunately, the EU’s emphasis on stability in the Brussels Dialogue has taken precedence 

over its commitment to democratic values. The findings reveal that this trade-off has 

inadvertently contributed to the emergence of what is known in the literature as ‘stabilitocracy’, 

namely the establishment of systems characterised by democratic transition stagnation and the 

increasing influence and consolidation of authoritarian regimes.  

The thesis confirms the existence of limited literature specifically focused on the impact of 

stabilitocracy, especially in relation to the EU’s approach and behaviour in the Brussels 

Dialogue. Moreover, while there may be some existing literature on stabilitocracy in the context 

of EU enlargement, there is a shortage of research on its application in EU foreign policy 

ambitions related to conflict management through mediation. As such, this thesis stimulates 

further academic debate and informs policy discussions regarding the EU’s stability-orientated 

approach, its implications for democratic values and the EU’s status as a global actor. 

To address this existing gap in the literature and feed the current debates, this thesis has firstly 

investigated how the stabilitocracy paradigm has influenced the EU’s role in international 

negotiations and its implications for the negotiation process; secondly, I examined how the 

EU’s perceived lack of credibility and solid normative power, predominantly resulting from 

the stabilitocracy approach, has influenced its leverage in the Brussels Dialogue. Thus, by 

analysing how the EU’s compromised credibility has affected its ability to engage in 

negotiations and shape outcomes effectively. 

Four Debates 

This thesis engages with and contributes to four existing debates: 

Firstly, it addresses the debate on the concept of ‘stabilitocracy’ in the context of the Brussels 

Dialogue and its impact on the democratisation process in the Western Balkans. This debate 

explores the implications of the stability approach, resulting in stagnation in the democratic 

transition, potential democratic backsliding, and the emergence of authoritarian regimes. In the 
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context of the Brussels Dialogue and its impact on the democratisation process in the Western 

Balkans, the concept of ‘stabilitocracy’ emerges as a central point of debate. Stabilitocracy is a 

governance approach prioritising stability over democratic principles and institutions. This 

perspective suggests that maintaining stability is given precedence, even at the expense of 

democratic progress. The thesis argues that the EU’s emphasis on stability, particularly in the 

absence of enlargement in the Western Balkans region, has had detrimental effects on 

democratisation. By focusing primarily on stability, the EU has inadvertently obstructed the 

emergence and consolidation of democratic values and institutions in the region. 

Furthermore, this debate explores the potential for democratic backsliding due to the 

stabilitocracy approach. Without a strong emphasis on democratic principles pushed by the EU, 

there is a risk that the progress already achieved in democratisation may erode or suffer 

setbacks, as was the case in the region during the last decade. The absence of enlargement as 

an incentive for democratic reforms led to decreased motivation to pursue further democratic 

reforms. Furthermore, it leads to a significant decrease in the EU’s leverage in the region.  

This thesis has examined the concept of ‘stabilitocracy’ in a previously unexplored context, 

namely the Brussels Dialogue. By defining stabilitocracy comprehensively and providing 

unique empirical evidence, the thesis enhances the overall understanding of this concept and 

its practical implications for the EU as a normative power and for the democratisation process 

of the region, namely in the case of Kosovo and Serbia.  

Secondly, the thesis addresses the effectiveness of the EU’s enlargement/conditionality 

approach in the Brussels Dialogue. This debate centres on evaluating the effectiveness of the 

EU’s enlargement/conditionality approach in the Brussels Dialogue. The thesis highlights the 

diminishing normative power of the EU, which has weakened its leverage in the mediation 

process. The debate delves into the consequences of this decline in normative power, including 

the EU’s diminished ability to incentivise democratic reforms, resolve conflicts, and facilitate 

successful international mediation.  

This thesis has assessed the EU’s enlargement toolkit and its effectiveness in international 

mediation, particularly in post-conflict regions or with countries that exhibit a lukewarm 

approach towards enlargement, especially in the case of Serbia. Thus, the thesis contributes to 

the overall knowledge about the EU’s transformative power and its role in international 

mediation. It also sheds light on the power dynamics between EU institutions and member 

states in matters of strategic importance. Moreover, it offers insights into the EU’s effectiveness 
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and leverage in international mediation processes involving enlargement, paving the way for 

future cases such as Ukraine, which combines the security component with the enlargement 

process. 

Thirdly, the thesis assesses the Brussels dialogue and the EU’s utilisation of structural 

diplomacy and enlargement to gain actorness in meditation. This debate focuses on the Kosovo-

Serbia dialogue as a case study that showcases the EU’s utilisation of structural diplomacy 

through enlargement. The discussion explores the effectiveness of this approach, assessing the 

impact of various instruments such as economic incentives, political conditionality, and 

institutional reforms. It also examines the implications of the EU’s role as a mediator in 

solidifying its position in conflict management and the potential for replication in other regional 

contexts. Furthermore, the debate explores the implications of the EU’s role as a mediator in 

the Brussels Dialogue. The EU aims to solidify its position as a key actor in regional conflict 

resolution by actively engaging in the conflict management process. The thesis analyses how 

the EU’s involvement as a mediator has contributed to building trust between the parties, 

facilitating dialogue, and fostering sustainable agreements. It also investigates the challenges 

and limitations faced by the EU in its mediator role and identifies potential areas for 

improvement. Moreover, the thesis examines the potential for replicating the EU’s structural 

diplomacy approach in other regional contexts. Finally, it explores the transferability of lessons 

from the Brussels Dialogue to different conflict situations within and beyond the EU’s 

enlargement process.  

This thesis contributed to the ongoing debate on the EU’s role in conflict management by 

analysing the recently developed institutional infrastructure to engage in international 

negotiations. By conducting a comprehensive analysis of the Brussels Dialogue, one of the 

largest EU engagements in international negotiations to date, this thesis contributes to the 

existing debate on the utilisation of its enlargement policy as leverage and as an incentive 

toward the parties involved in the negotiations process. The thesis examines various aspects of 

the Brussels Dialogue by analysing the challenges and opportunities of the EU’s structural 

diplomacy, the shortcomings arising from the intra-EU divergences, the reluctance of member 

states to delegate foreign policy and security competencies to EU institutions, as well as the 

complexities involved in connecting the EU’s leverage with specific rewards during the 

enlargement process. Moreover, the thesis critically assesses the lack of political will among 

member states to proactively and consistently support EU institutions in ambitious negotiation 

processes. It also contributed by conducting a thorough examination of the EU’s negotiation 
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style and strategy in the Brussels Dialogue, drawing specific lessons from this process and 

providing recommendations for potential improvements. This analysis is particularly important 

for future EU endeavours in the Eastern Partnership region, which shares similar complexities 

to the Western Balkans and may require the EU to engage in conflict management and the 

resolution of outstanding bilateral disputes. 

Fourthly, the thesis contributed to the debate about the EU as a global actor and its declining 

normative power and appetite for enlargement and the navigation around other external actors, 

such as Russia, in the changing geopolitical order. This debate centres on the EU as a global 

actor and highlights its decline due to internal challenges and changing geopolitical 

circumstances. The thesis argues that the crisis of democracy has significantly diminished the 

EU’s normative power and willingness to pursue enlargement. The debate explores the 

consequences of this decline regarding the EU’s ability to exert influence on the global stage, 

engage in effective multilateralism, and promote democratic values and norms. Additionally, it 

discusses the implications of the EU’s shift towards resilience rather than enlargement as a 

defining feature of its role in international affairs. 

It also contributes to the ongoing discussion on the EU’s global actorness by analysing its long-

term goals of achieving strategic autonomy and its ability to navigate relations with the United 

States in the Western Balkans, particularly since the Yugoslav wars in the 1990s. Additionally, 

by looking at the way the EU acted in the Western Balkans, it examines how the EU has 

developed its global influence while dealing with other major powers like the United States, 

Russia, and, to a lesser extent, China. Using the Brussels Dialogue as a case study, the thesis 

enhances the debate on the EU’s ability to form alliances and negotiate its role in the face of 

discussions around strategic autonomy and countering illiberal actors. By analysing the EU’s 

navigation of the U.S. and Russia in the Brussels Dialogue, the thesis sheds light on the EU’s 

strengths and weaknesses in diplomacy and negotiations. It also contributes to the 

understanding of Russia’s detrimental influence, which pushes the EU towards stability-

focused policies and undermines its democratic standing. Finally, the thesis examines the 

complexities of the EU’s engagement with Russia in the Brussels Dialogue and discusses 

strategies employed to mitigate Russia’s negative impact. This analysis paves the way for 

further discussions on the EU’s ability to handle Russia in situations concerning Ukraine, 

Moldova, and potentially Georgia in the future. The thesis significantly contributes to the 

existing debate on the major geopolitical shift that challenges the EU’s foreign policy and 

security ambitions while posing a threat to its normative power. 
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.  

In addition to the contribution to the four debates noted above, this thesis has significantly 

contributed to scholarly knowledge by adopting a ‘bottom-up approach’ and leveraging my 

direct experience and understanding from the respective region. Furthermore, this unique 

perspective has enhanced the scientific contributions of the study by incorporating local 

perspectives and insights into the exploration of the concept of stabilitocracy. 

 

*** 

 

In summary, this thesis contributes to scholarly knowledge by advancing our understanding of 

stabilitocracy, analysing the current international context in which the EU operates, and 

providing an empirical example that illuminates the EU’s stability-oriented approach and its 

implications within the Brussels Dialogue. Furthermore, the thesis has not only contributed to 

our understanding of the implications of the EU stability approach towards the Brussels 

Dialogue. Still, it has also extracted valuable lessons from the Brussels Dialogue case that can 

be applied to similar cases within the different regions of importance for the EU, namely the 

Eastern Partnership region – Ukraine and Moldova.  

 

Further Research and Applications 
Firstly, the research presented in this thesis offers a solid basis for future research that explores 

the dynamics of stabilitocracy in case studies other than the Brussels Dialogue. The EU’s 

approach to promoting stability through enlargement and addressing bilateral issues may differ 

in diverse geopolitical contexts. Further exploring the applicability and effectiveness of 

stabilitocracy in different regions would provide a comprehensive analysis of the EU’s foreign 

policy and security strategies. 

Albeit flawed and with significant limitations, enlargement will remain a central foreign policy 

tool for the EU. This has been demonstrated by the formalisation of Ukraine and Moldova’s 

EU membership path by being granted EU candidate status in 2022. This decision of the EU 

member states and the overall political will to formalise its engagement in yet another region 

more politically complex than the Western Balkans strongly reaffirms the EU’s commitment to 
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its enlargement agenda and its ongoing pursuit of a common foreign policy and security 

framework. 

The Yugoslav wars in the 1990s drove the Thessaloniki 2003 agenda; it is essential to note that 

the same pattern is evident in the EU’s approach to Ukraine and Moldova. The war in Ukraine 

has served as a catalyst for the EU membership process, prompting Ukraine to become the next 

mission for the EU to address by utilising enlargement as a tool. Like the Western Balkans, it 

has been primarily driven by geopolitical and stability-oriented considerations. However, the 

case of Ukraine introduces additional security elements, further complicating the EU’s already 

limited political capital in foreign policy and security matters. The thesis highlights that the 

EU’s decision to pursue another enlargement process toward Ukraine, with an added security 

dimension, without reaching significant success in the Western Balkans, raises concerns about 

the EU’s internal cohesion and its prioritisation of geopolitics, stability, and security over a 

reform agenda. This reactive behaviour, driven by geopolitics and security concerns rather than 

a comprehensive reform agenda, raises questions about the effectiveness and long-term 

implications of the EU’s stability approach. As such, it is imperative for the EU to carefully 

navigate these complexities and ensure that the enlargement process in Ukraine and Moldova 

is not solely impelled by geopolitics and security concerns but also encompasses 

comprehensive reforms and a long-term reform agenda. 

As for the EU’s ambitions to solidify its role as a global actor in foreign policy through its 

ambition in international conflict mediation, the thesis recognises that the Brussels Dialogue, 

despite being the first case in which the EU engaged in the leading capacities of negotiations 

process in a post-conflict region, will certainly not be the last. The Brussels Dialogue has 

emerged as a crucial factor in shaping the EU’s approach to addressing open and active 

conflicts. The research has demonstrated that the effectiveness and success of the Brussels 

Dialogue can significantly influence the EU’s leverage and position in conflict resolution and 

democratisation processes. The EU is keen on pursuing its ambitions in international 

negotiations and mediation processes. Most of these processes will take place alongside its 

strategic partners. In the case of Ukraine – a country at war – but also Moldova with its internal 

issue relating to Transnistria, both part of a region of primary interest for the EU and formally 

in the EU integration process, the EU is in the process of taking the leading role to address 

security concerns while pushing for the reform agenda through enlargement and meditation. 

Thus, Ukraine and Moldova share significant similarities with the Western Balkans and the 

Brussels Dialogue, specifically regarding the persistent need for the EU to engage in both cases 
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through its structural diplomacy and utilising the framework of enlargement and international 

mediation.  

The thesis confirmed the challenges of the EU’s strategy to interlinking enlargement with its 

ambitions in conflict resolution through mediation. As demonstrated in the thesis, the EU’s 

ongoing enlargement process in the Western Balkans and its performance in the Brussels 

Dialogue have encountered significant challenges and crises, leading to stagnation. Given these 

similar circumstances, it is highly probable that a similar pattern of settling for short-term 

stability, facing delays and crises in pursuing the reform agenda, thus jeopardising future 

enlargement endeavours. Furthermore, the thesis highlights the risk of Ukraine, Moldova, and 

other related cases following a trajectory similar to that of the Western Balkans. Without a 

strategic shift towards sweeping reforms and a proactive agenda, the EU risks repeating the 

pattern established in the Western Balkans. Lacking a clear plan on how to move beyond crisis 

response and stability, there is a high likelihood of Ukraine mirroring the scenario observed in 

the Western Balkans. 

Secondly, a comparative analysis of the EU’s stability approach in foreign policy and security 

using enlargement in the case of the Brussels Dialogue would be beneficial. The Brussels 

Dialogue, which aims to facilitate a peaceful resolution to the Kosovo-Serbia dispute, offers an 

interesting case study. Researchers can identify common trends, challenges, and potential 

improvements in the EU’s approach by examining the similarities and differences between the 

application of stabilitocracy in the Brussels Dialogue and the context of Ukraine and Moldova. 

Thirdly, this thesis offered an insight into the role of other external actors. As such, future 

studies should explore the impact and implications of stabilitocracy on the EU’s relationships 

with other external actors. For instance, analysing the reactions and responses of significant 

powers such as Russia, the United States, or China to the EU’s stabilitocracy strategy would 

provide a broader perspective on this approach’s effectiveness and potential limitations. 

Finally, understanding how external actors perceive and engage with the EU’s stabilitocracy 

could help refine and adapt the strategy to ensure its long-term viability. 
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Appendices 

 

Figure 1 Timeline and teams of negotiations 2011-2023 
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Figure 2 List of the Agreements Reached in the Auspices of the Brussels Dialogue and the Implementation by April 2023 
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Table 7 List of non-recognisers and level of cooperation with Kosovo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7 Bilateral relations between Kosovo and non-recognising member states  

EU Member 
states 
Non – 

recognisers 

-
 presence in 

Kosovo 
 Passports/ 

Documents 

Support for Kosovo EU 
  Kosovo – Serbia makes a deal 

Cyprus Turkish Republic of Northern 
Cyprus (TRNC) No No Yes 

Status natural – status 

 
Yes 

Hard recognizer. Cyprus would not 
recognise Kosovo even if Serbia 
does. 

Greece Turkish Republic of Northern 
Cyprus (TRNC)  

Yes  
Liaison 
Oĸce 
accredited 
by the 
UNMIK 

Yes in 2019 Kosovo opened 
the Economic and 
Commercial Aīairs Oĸce in 
Athens. In 2021 the oĸce 
was upgraded to the 

 

Yes and has solid bilateral 
 

Yes Yes 

Romania 

Fear of Kosovo serving as a 
precedent for the secession of 
the Land – a Romanian region 
inhabited by Hungarian 
minority and the status of 
Trasnistria – the breakaway 
region. 

Yes  
Liaison 
Oĸce since 
2004 

No Yes 
Status neutral – 
predominantly 
suppo  

Yes Undeclared – heavily salient issue 
 

Slovakia 
Hungarian Minority in the 
South and Historical 
Friendship with Serbia 

Yes  
Liaison 
Oĸce 

No  
Covered ad-hoc through the 
Embassy of Kosovo in Vienna  

Yes 
-recogniser 

Supports Kosovo’s EU 
 

Yes Decision heavily depends on the 
outcome of the Brussels Dialogue  

Spain 

Basque and Catalan 
Independence  

decision to intervene in 
Kosovo and declare Kosovo’s 
independence without UNSC 
support  

No No No 

No  
In some cases, Spain 
lobbied and blocked 

– apart from 
the SAA 

Stranded – 
Spanish 

are very 
unwilling to 
communicate 
with Kosovo  

Unclear  
Decision depends on the outcome 
of the Brussels Dialogue  
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