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While minimum democratic standards
were upheld during the vote,1 Serbian
democracy has taken a hard hit as
a result of the partially boycotted
parliamentary elections of 21 June
2020. Democratic backsliding and rule
of law infringements have increased in
Serbia since 2012, when the right-wing
populist Serbian Progressive Party
gained power. However, the recent
parliamentary elections may represent
a turning point for Serbian democracy
as it appears that a red line has been
crossed in terms of pluralism and
parliamentary representation.
Indeed, most opposition parties
boycotted the vote, complaining about
unfair conditions and lack of access to
the media. As a result, only 11 out of 250
members of the newly elected Serbian
1
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National Assembly will represent the
opposition – with potential support
coming from four minority groups
–, thus undercutting parliamentary
pluralism during the next four years.
The election results, which have
confirmed the almost unconstrained
power of Serbian President Aleksandar
Vučić will accelerate the on-going
erosion of trust in EU-Serbian
relations. The recent vote has altered
the equilibrium on both sides of the
EU enlargement equation; a policy
launched in the Balkans almost
two decades ago and which today
increasingly resembles an empty shell.
From the perspective of Brussels and
other EU capitals, the election results
have weakened hopes that the EU’s
enlargement policy may progressively
bring about substantial reforms, helping
consolidate democracy in Serbia. On
the contrary, the gradual adoption of
EU norms and standards has gone hand
in hand with a progressive erosion of
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Clearly, this outcome is the opposite
of what is prescribed by the EU
enlargement mantra, which suggests
that market and legal integration of
candidate countries within the EU
will lead to political and economic
convergence
towards
(Western)
European standards.
All this reveals that there are no longer
automatisms in the EU enlargement
policy. Under such circumstances, less
and less people in the EU are going to be
ready to publicly support enlargement
and testify to its effectiveness.
Moreover, the fact that EU enlargement
policy is so openly falling short of its
transformative power also has concrete
political consequences for the other
side of the enlargement equation,
weakening the process even further.
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As seen from Belgrade or other Balkan
capitals, the EU’s weak reactions to
regressions in the rule of law and
democratic norms sends a signal
that Brussels is not serious about its
engagement, aside from paying lip
service to EU enlargement principles.
Nobody can believe that EU member
states, voting by unanimity, would be
ready to accept new accession countries
that are so openly and resoundingly
dysfunctional.
Resulting from these embarrassing
developments,
the
German
EU
Presidency is urged to help the EU
clarify the way forward of enlargement
in the Balkans even more vehemently
than expected – as the “Balkan file” was
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already one of its announced priorities.2
In particular, a simple bureaucratic
reaction to events in Serbia is not
enough to preserve mutual trust
and prevent further deterioration
in
relations.
For
instance,
the
Commission’s decision – that does
not require unanimity – not to open
new negotiating chapters with Serbia
appears as an extremely feeble signal,
which dramatically resembles what the
EU already did with Turkey due to its
own shortfalls in the rule of law.
Regardless
of
the
enlargement
methodology that will be applied to
Serbia (the old or new one proposed
by the Commission in February 2020),3
the German presidency is called to
demonstrate its leadership. In this
respect, Berlin must demonstrate that
explicit engagement and consent by EU
member states can be reached, and that
the full use of the EU’s available tools in
front of fundamental infringements –
something that has rarely happened –
is possible.
Moreover, the steps that Berlin will be
able to coordinate at the EU level seem
to bear consequences for the Union that
go far beyond the sole life of Serbian
citizens or their Balkan neighbours.
Through the EU’s concerted response
to Belgrade and its work on the
2
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enlargement file, Berlin will contribute
to clarify and implement its vision
about the future of Europe in three
substantial ways.

reaffirm democracy as the soul and DNA
of the European integration project,
something that cannot be interpreted
with flexibility or negotiated.

First, it will contribute to define its
vision about the future of a more or
less united Europe. By moving the
enlargement file forward, Berlin has the
chance to advance and complete the
specific vision of European unification
that was pursued since the birth of
the EU and the articulation of its
enlargement policy in the early 1990’s
(for which Germany has been a major
stakeholder).

Finally, Berlin has the chance to sustain
geopolitical ambitions of the currently
German-led European Commission.
Serbian elections have an evident
geopolitical
dimension,
especially
through its link to the issue of Kosovo
– the former Serbian province not
recognized by Belgrade.

Completing that vision today clearly
does not mean simply reaffirming the
liberal hopes that marked the end of
the Cold War. Rather, it could show
the capacity to bank on that huge
ideological investment and adapt it
to the new world, where the liberal
credo seems to be fully realizable only
through limited, regional and territorial
implementation.
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Second, by sponsoring a serious
response to Belgrade, Berlin has
the chance to clarify its stance on
democratic values in Europe. Through
the Serbian President’s affiliation to the
European People Party (EPP), Serbian
electoral
vicissitudes
intimately
interlink with the fight for the defence
of the rule of law and democratic values
within EU, making this Balkan country
one of the forefronts of the “rule of law
battle”.
Regardless of the verdict on the
previous point, on how united (or
differentiated) the Europe to come has
to be, Germany has the chance today to
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In this regard, there are no shortcuts
and the best way to sustain the
work of Miroslav Lajčák, the newly
appointed EU Special Representative
for the Belgrade–Priština Dialogue,4
is to preserve the full credibility of
the enlargement perspective, even
if it could cause immediate frictions
with Belgrade. EU membership is, in
fact, the only real incentive to push
for a long-term sustainable solution
and reframing the “European way”
in the region, in front of competing
geopolitical models.
It is also worth noting how the outcome
of Serbian elections gives President
Vučić’s
party
an
overwhelming
two/thirds majority in parliament,
something that is necessary to embark
on constitutional changes that are
needed to normalize relations with
Kosovo. This can now be done even
without the votes of its ally Ivica Dačić
and his Socialist party – for years
associated with Moscow’s interests in
4
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Belgrade and who has even benefited
from help from the Russian foreign
minister during the electoral campaign5
(a clear sign of mistrust of Vučić by
Moscow).
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The emancipation of Belgrade from
its dependence on Moscow in dealing
with the Kosovo issue, where the
Kremlin has always shielded Belgrade
with its veto power in the UN Security
Council, sets Serbian-Russian relations
even more on the path of a long-term
decline.6 Nevertheless, the EU – while
still the dominant power in the Western
Balkans – has appeared incapable so far
to profit from this shift of influences in
favour of extra-European players, such
as Trump’s US and China.
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This time, Berlin ought to keep a close
eye on political dynamics in Belgrade.
If the credibility of EU enlargement is
to be preserved, the upcoming German
EU presidency must take active interest
in defending democratic principles in
Serbia and help the Union find the way
forward for EU enlargement. Through
this test, Berlin will qualify and give
substance to its vision about the future
of Europe and show how united,
democratic and strategic the future EU
can become.
1 July 2020
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Minister Sergey Lavrov’s Opening Remarks at a
Meeting with First Deputy Prime Minister and
Minister of Foreign Affairs of Serbia Ivica Dacic,
Belgrade, 18 June 2020, https://www.mid.ru/
en/foreign _policy/news/-/asset_publisher/
UdAzvXr89FbD/content/id/4168807.
6
Maxim Samorukov, “Russia-Serbia Special
Relationship Is on Borrowed Time”, in Carnegie
Moscow Center Commentaries, 24 June 2020,
https://carnegie.ru/commentary/82156.

4

Has a Red Line Been Crossed in Serbia?
Enlargement as Yet Another Crucial Test for the German EU Presidency

ISSN 2532-6570

© 2020 IAI

Istituto Affari Internazionali (IAI)
The Istituto Affari Internazionali (IAI) is a private, independent non-profit think tank,
founded in 1965 on the initiative of Altiero Spinelli. IAI seeks to promote awareness of
international politics and to contribute to the advancement of European integration and
multilateral cooperation. Its focus embraces topics of strategic relevance such as European
integration, security and defence, international economics and global governance, energy,
climate and Italian foreign policy; as well as the dynamics of cooperation and conflict in key
geographical regions such as the Mediterranean and Middle East, Asia, Eurasia, Africa and
the Americas. IAI publishes an English-language quarterly (The International Spectator),
an online webzine (Affarinternazionali), three book series (Global Politics and Security,
Quaderni IAI and IAI Research Studies) and some papers’ series related to IAI research
projects (Documenti IAI, IAI Papers, etc.).
Via Angelo Brunetti, 9 - I-00186 Rome, Italy
T +39 06 3224360
F + 39 06 3224363
iai@iai.it
www.iai.it

Latest IAI COMMENTARIES

IAI COMMENTARIES 20 | 49 - JULY 2020

Director: Andrea Dessì (a.dessi@iai.it)

5

20 | 49

Matteo Bonomi, Has a Red Line Been Crossed in Serbia?
Enlargement as Yet Another Crucial Test for the German EU
Presidency

20 | 48

Michele Collazzo and Alexandra Tyan, Emergency Powers,
COVID-19 and the New Challenge for Human Rights

20 | 47

Marco Giuli, Bringing Paris into the EU’s Energy Infrastructure
Policy: What Future for Gas?

20 | 46

Antonio Bultrini, EU “Sanctions” and Russian Manoeuvring:
Why Brussels Needs to Stay its Course while Shifting Gears

20 | 45

Ferdinando Nelli Feroci, EU–UK Relations After the High Level
Conference

20 | 44
20 | 43

Stefano Cont, European Defence in the Post-COVID World

20 | 42

Claire Darmé, When the Franco–German “Couple” Starts
Making Sense Again

20 | 41

Libya Desk, Challenges to Internationally Mediated Peace in
Libya

20 | 40

Ettore Greco, G20 in the Spotlight: The Fight Against COVID-19

Stefano Cont, Geopolitical Shifts and the Post-COVID-19 World:
Europe and the Multipolar System

