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FOREWORD

The deterioration of established multilateral institutions, the
acceleration of great power competition, and severe geopolitical
fragmentation characterize the contemporary international environment.
The presence of this turbulent backdrop creates a precarious operational
space for small states that are striving to protect their national interests.
This collection of papers provides a thorough examination of the strategic
obstacles that the Republic of Serbia is encountering as it endeavors to
maintain an autonomous course in the face of these global pressures.

The nation’s foreign policy is fundamentally based on the ,,Four Pillars”
doctrine, which involves strategic engagement with the United States, the
European Union, the Russian Federation, and the People’s Republic of
China. This strategy presents a profound paradox of diversification: it
simultaneously exposes Belgrade to acute geopolitical pressures and
conflicting expectations from contending global powers while also
providing essential flexibility and opening avenues for international
partnerships. This structural tension restricts Serbia’s ability to sustain a
policy approach that is both economically sustainable and coherent.

The preservation of its strategic autonomy and the protection of its
territorial integrity are the definitive indicators of Belgrade’s foreign policy
success in this polarizing environment. The first three papers diagnose the
maximal macro-level risks and the active external constraints imposed by
major actors. The next five papers examine the foundational resilience
and implementation of a key non-Western counter-partnership. And
finally, the last three papers situate Serbia’s multi-vector choices within a
broader global and comparative ideological context. This volume’s
collected papers guide the reader through a logical progression of
geopolitical assessment.

This analysis has revealed a central theme: the critical role of a
normative defense mechanism in Serbia’s strategy. The Sino-Serbian
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alignment’s profound strategic rationale, as expounded in these studies,
is primarily based on a shared dedication to the principles of sovereignty
and non-interference. This ideational alignment serves as Serbia’s primary
ideological defense against demands for mandatory Western alignment,
which are frequently associated with the country’s sensitive and existential
territorial integrity issue regarding Kosovo and Metohija. The principled
resilience of the China-EU relationship offers a necessary ideological safe
harbor, thereby elevating its strategic importance beyond purely material
or transactional gain, when the relationship with the US and EU is
conditional and applies pressure to internal sovereignty matters.

The papers in this volume are arranged according to their strategic
salience, which is determined by the extent to which they analyze systemic
threats to the nation, detail direct constraints on national sovereignty or
autonomy, and examine the foundational pillars of the country’s strategic
response. The sequence is structured to be relevant to policy, progressing
from a comprehensive risk assessment to an analysis of foundational
resilience and culminating in a global and comparative perspective.

The opening paper by Nenad Stekié, “Risks for the Four Pillar Policy
Doctrine of Serbia,” notes that Serbia’s ,,Four Pillars” policy is perpetually
confronted by global stress factors, which challenge its inherent flexibility.
Serbia’s capacity to sustain a coherent and sustainable foreign policy is
significantly impaired by the broader global competition for critical raw
materials, escalating trade and technological wars, and the ongoing security
conflicts (Ukraine—Russia, Israel—Palestine). The primary geopolitical stress
factors explicitly include the global competition for critical raw materials,
such as lithium, and the implications of the green transition, which indicates
a critical evolution in risk analysis. The focus of geopolitical competition is
transitioning from conventional political maneuvers to the pursuit of future
economic control. Competitors understand that the future of industrial
power depends on controlling supply chain security, processing, and
production of critical minerals like lithium, which is linked to potential
projects in Serbia. Consequently, the external alignment pressure, which is
frequently observed in trade war tactics, will become more apparent by
focusing on specific long-term foreign investments, thereby directly
connecting internal development decisions to intricate geopolitical risk. A
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strategic re-evaluation of priorities is necessary to ensure foreign policy
autonomy in order to navigate these risks.

Aleksandar Miti¢’s paper in this volume is titled ,,Strategic Curbing of
Serbia’s Foreign Policy Diversification: Wedging, De-Hedging, Cornering,
Co-Opting, and Negative Framing.” Miti€ clarifies that Serbia’s strategy—
specifically its refusal to align on sanctions against the Russian Federation
and its commitment to establishing a ,,China-Serbia Community with a
Shared Future in the New Era”—is perceived by western capitals and
institutions as a blurring of its strategic orientation. This strategic
orientation is anticipated to be in close alignment with the West,
particularly in light of the ongoing global conflict with Moscow and the
intense competition with Beijing. Negative framing, de-hedging, co-opting,
wedging, and encircling are among the Western policies that the paper
examines to limit Serbia’s diplomatic maneuverability. The concept of ,,de-
hedging” is of particular importance, as it suggests that Serbia’s efforts to
mitigate risk by balancing great powers (hedging) are actively countered
by measures that are intended to eliminate the middle ground and compel
complete risk exposure.

This section defines the engagement as a zero-sum contest over
strategic independence. Given that Serbia is already ,,quasi-surrounded”
by NATO countries, the identified repertoires of statecraft—such as
wedging and cornering—are mechanisms employed to accomplish
political containment, thereby compelling Belgrade to relinquish its
independence by selecting a singular strategic route. Serbia’s fundamental
strategic interests and the competing great power dynamics in the region
ultimately limit the efficacy of these repertoires in the Balkan
environment, the analysis concludes.

The paper ,Serbia’s Foreign Policy Perspectives Amid the United States’
and the European Union’s Strategic Repositioning” by Pavle Nedi¢ and
Jovana Popova Paunovié explains the evolving international context, which
is characterized by a shift toward multipolarity and the EU’s heightened
involvement in security matters as a result of the war in Ukraine. This
necessitates that small states, such as Serbia, carefully reevaluate their
foreign policy. Serbia simultaneously navigates the sensitive and existential
issue of sovereignty and territorial integrity concerning Kosovo and Metohija
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while pursuing a multi-vector policy. The EU’s demands for strategic
alignment have become more urgent and less negotiable as a result of the
conflict in Ukraine, which has transformed it from a primarily economic
anchor to an increasingly decisive security actor. As a result of this
transformation, Serbia must confront external pressure and geopolitical risks
in an increasingly challenging environment. In response to the changing
foreign policy trajectories of the United States and the European Union, the
authors contend that Belgrade’s strategic alignment will inevitably be subject
to pressure and may require re-evaluation. A foreign policy approach that
is perceived to provide stability or progress on the Kosovo and Metohija
issue will be given significant weight, potentially surpassing solely economic
benefits, as it represents the most significant national security concern. The
most significant constraint on Belgrade’s capacity to maintain its
independent foreign policy is the coupling of the Kosovo issue with
alignment demands. The paper delineates three potential scenarios for the
country’s future orientation, and it examines the resultant implications for
US-Serbia and EU-Serbia relations.

Dragan Trailovi¢ authored the paper ,Instrumental and Normative
Dimensions of the Sino-Serbian Partnership: Between Transactional
Cooperation and Ironclad Friendship.” He argued that China and Serbia
have developed a partnership that combines pragmatic cooperation with
a shared commitment to international principles. This paper examines the
instrumental and principal-based dimensions of the Sino-Serbian
partnership, arguing that strategic and economic interests drive the
partnership, but shared normative commitments to sovereignty and non-
interference reinforce and justify it. Material considerations primarily
shape the partnership, but historical experiences of external intervention
have fostered a mutual sensitivity to sovereignty issues. This normative
alignment provides a legitimizing framework that extends the relationship
beyond transactionalism. The principle-based dimension helps explain the
resilience of their relationship despite power asymmetry, differing social
systems, and levels of development.

Jovana Nikoli¢ is the author of the forthcoming paper, ,The EU-China
Trade Relations Amid Tariff Conflicts and WTO Crisis: Implications for
Serbia.” According to her, the economic nexus between the EU and China
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is a primary battleground of global competition, characterized by
escalating protectionism, tariff conflicts (2018-2024), and a crisis within
the World Trade Organization. The EU’s 2019 Strategic Outlook says that
China is a systemic enemy, an economic rival, and a partner all at the same
time because of the growing economic and political differences between
the two countries. Serbia maintains a strategic position between its
aspiration to become a member of the European Union and its expanding
economic bilateral relations with China. EU-China trade tensions
inextricably influence Serbia’s external economic environment, imposing
substantial constraints. Before attaining full accession, the nation is
implicitly responsible for enforcing the EU’s systemic rivalry policy. To
protect its interests, Belgrade needs to understand the costs of trade
conflicts with major powers, which might mean more oversight on
Chinese-backed projects or limits on trade amounts. A potential
consequence that is consistent with the objectives of external
containment pressure is that the EU may perceive Chinese investments in
Serbia as a means of circumventing EU regulations, which could result in
friction that could impede accession negotiations. Failure to carefully
navigate this trade intersection could have this outcome.

Nevena Sekari¢ Stojanovi¢’s following paper, ,Competing Green
Visions: The EU, China, and the Foreign Policy Dilemmas for Serbia,”
focuses on the EU and China. Sekarié¢ Stojanovi¢ contended that the global
energy transition has transformed energy policy into a critical geopolitical
arena, thereby intensifying great-power competition and reshaping
international relations. Leading ,green superpowers,” China and the
European Union have emerged, each advancing unique models of global
influence through energy and climate policy. China is pursuing green
leadership by integrating green diplomacy into its foreign policy and
making significant investments in renewable energy. Conversely, the EU
supports a normative, regulatory, and sustainability-oriented approach.
However, both entities possess internal contradictions: the EU’s internal
fragmentation and external energy vulnerabilities, as well as China’s
ongoing reliance on coal.

Smaller states like Serbia, situated at the intersection of these
competing energy visions, face strategic dilemmas and policy risks due to
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this antagonism. The study employs conceptual frameworks for green
superpowers and green foreign energy policies to critically investigate the
impact of the EU’s and China’s green strategies on Serbia’s foreign policy.
The paper emphasizes the joint constraints on Serbia’s strategic choices
in the emerging global green order that are influenced by environmental
securitization and multipolar competition, as evidenced by a qualitative
and descriptive approach that is based on literature review, content
analysis, and secondary data.

Sanja Filipovi¢’s paper, ,, The Effects of Geoeconomic Trends on European
Union Industrial Competitiveness,” analyzes the manner in which recent
global geoeconomic changes are altering the competitiveness of European
industry. It says that globalization and decades of liberalization led to
deindustrialization in a large part of the developed world, which forced
production to move to countries with lower costs. China emerged as a
dominant player, particularly in the automotive and green technology
sectors, as a result of this shift, which established new centers of
technological and industrial power. The US and EU have progressively lost
ground. The study emphasizes the further deterioration of Europe’s position
as a result of high energy costs, resource dependence on China, and trade
tensions. Its objective is to evaluate the EU’s competitiveness in renewable
energy technologies and identify the primary factors contributing to its
deindustrialization.

Katarina Zaki¢'s paper is entitled ,,From Agreement to Implementation:
The Future of the Sino-Serbian Free Trade Deal.” She argued that the Sino-
Serbian Free Trade Agreement (FTA), which was implemented in June
2024, is a visible economic and political success of the diversification
strategy. The agreement requires that each party eliminate tariffs on
approximately 10,000 products over the next fifteen years. The FTA is a
diplomatic triumph for China, as it has made Serbia the third European
country to sign such an agreement, following Switzerland and Iceland. The
benefit for Serbia is both political, as it demonstrates its commitment to
a critical partner, and economic. She in continuation explains that frozen
and processed fruits (apples, raspberries, and prunes), wine, rakija, and
leather products are among the Serbian products with export potential
that the FTA presents a critical opportunity for. Nevertheless, the paper
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identifies a multitude of implementation constraints on the Serbian side.
These consist of a perceived absence of institutional support, the highly
competitive nature of the Chinese market, high transportation expenses,
and limited production volume. The FTA’s immediate value is
predominantly political, but its long-term economic success is contingent
upon structural domestic economic reform. The 15-year window for tariff
reduction serves as a critical deadline for the modernization of
institutional structures and national industrial policy. The FTA has the
potential to exacerbate existing economic asymmetries rather than
alleviate them if Serbia is unable to address these structural challenges
(volume and cost). This directly relates the success of the foreign policy
diversification strategy to the competence of domestic administrative and
economic institutions.

,Shared Future in Fragmented World: How to Reconcile It?" is the title
of the following paper by Ivona Ladevac. lvona contended that the concept
of a ,,community with a shared future for mankind” is increasingly
influencing China’s foreign policy. In the face of geopolitical rivalry and the
erosion of multilateralism, this framework aims to offer an alternative
approach to global governance. The goal of this vision is to change the
world order so that it is more interdependent, open to everyone, and has
more than one center of power. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the
Global Development Initiative (GDI), the Global Security Initiative (GSI),
and the Global Civilization Initiative (GCI) are the four primary initiatives
that express this ideological framework. The GSI and GCl’s presence
indicates China’s comprehensive transition to providing a fully articulated
alternative governance model that integrates economic connectivity (BRI)
with non-interventionist security (GSI) and cultural legitimacy (GCl). This
is in stark contrast to the political conditionality that is frequently
associated with the US/EU framework. For Serbia, the ,shared future”
concept serves as intellectual justification for its non-aligned posture,
presenting its strategy as alignment with an emerging, inclusive world
order rather than a deviation from global norms.

Sanja Stosi¢’s paper ,Serbia and Spain Amid Global Challenges: China’s

Multilateralism as a Quest for Strategic Stability” provides an external
validation of Serbia’s strategic decisions by contrasting its approach with
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that of Spain, a full EU member state. The analysis examines the appeal
of China’s ,true multilateralism” in contrast to the Western ,rules-based
international order” (RBO), with a particular emphasis on the issue of state
sovereignty. The research argues that China’s multilateral model is a
desirable alternative for both Serbia (burdened by Kosovo and Metohija)
and Spain (facing internal secessionist pressures) in their pursuit of
European strategic stability as a result of China’s commitment to non-
interference in the internal affairs of states. Both nations have prioritized
»preventive diplomacy” and ,,economic globalization” within a strategic
diversification framework, frequently choosing this approach over the
protection of liberal internationalism that is occasionally associated with
the political West. The paper demonstrates that the appeal of Chinese
multilateralism is not exclusive to non-aligned or Eastern European states
but resonates broadly with any nation that perceives the RBO as
potentially prioritizing interventionist goals over the stability of sovereign
national borders by linking an EU member state to Serbia’s critique of the
RBO on the grounds of sovereignty.

The final paper in this volume is titled ,,China’s Rapid Population Aging:
Ways to Solve the Problem and Opportunities for Bilateral Cooperation with
Serbia on Population Policy” and is authored by Jelena Miliéevié¢—Prorokovic.
She argued that Serbia and China have established a comprehensive
partnership in areas such as population policy, despite the country’s
accelerated demographic challenges. China’s accelerated population aging,
with nearly 20% over the age of 60, creates a substantial opportunity for
collaboration. In contrast, Serbia has demonstrated success in its pro-natal
policies, resulting in a rise in its fertility rate from 1.46 in 2016 to 1.63 in
2022. This partnership provides a mutual policy exchange opportunity, with
Serbia providing solutions for effective pro-natal policy implementation
and China providing expertise in adapting socio-economic systems to
manage aging. This focused policy cooperation is important for building
trust between institutions and being strong against geopolitical issues,
making Serbia a source of knowledge and balancing power differences.
Extending beyond infrastructure and financing, the partnership guarantees
the ,ironclad friendship’s” long-term stability.
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Finally, as the editor of this distinguished volume, | wish to express my
profound gratitude to the Institute of International Politics and Economics
in Belgrade for their trust and support. | firmly believe that the quality and
intellectual depth of the contributions gathered here will stand as a lasting
foundation for continued academic research and dialogue.

23.10.2025 Prof. Toni Mileski, PhD
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RISKS FOR THE FOUR PILLAR POLICY DOCTRINE OF SERBIA

Nenad STEKIC®

Abstract: This paper analyzes the risks inherent in Serbia’s “Four Pillars”
foreign policy doctrine — its strategic engagement with the United States,
the European Union, Russia, and China, within the context of
contemporary global challenges. While this approach offers flexibility and
diversification of international partnerships, it simultaneously exposes
Serbia to conflicting expectations and geopolitical pressures from
competing global powers. The article identifies specific vulnerabilities in
Serbia’s relations with each of the four actors and examines them through
several global stress factors: ongoing security conflicts (Ukraine—Russia,
Israel-Palestine, Israel-Iran), escalating trade and technological wars, the
global race for critical raw materials (such as lithium), and the broader
implications of the green transition and energy dependence. Special
attention is given to how these dynamics limit Serbia’s ability to maintain
a coherent and sustainable foreign policy. The paper argues that navigating
these risks requires a strategic reassessment of Serbia’s priorities to
preserve its foreign policy autonomy in an increasingly polarized
international system.

Keywords: Serbia, foreign policy, Four Pillars, geopolitical risk, global
stress factors, strategic autonomy, EU integration, China, Russia, United
States.

* Senior Research Fellow, Institute of International Politics and Economics, Belgrade,
Serbia. Email: nenad.stekic@diplomacy.bg.ac.rs, https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9066-0480
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NOT HAVING A STRATEGY IS ALL:
DOES SERBIA HAVE AN ACTUAL FOREIGN POLICY DOCTRINE?™

This research is grounded in the theoretical traditions of international
relations that explain the foreign policy behavior of small and strategically
exposed states within a competitive and fragmented global order. At its core,
Serbia’s foreign policy, often referred to as the “Four Pillars” policy doctrine,
is best understood through the lens of hedging theory, small state foreign
policy behavior, and some neorealist structural constraints. The “Four Pillars”
framework, officially adopted in the late 2000s by then president Boris Tadic,
posits that Serbia seeks to maintain balanced and functional relations with
the European Union, the United States, the Russian Federation, and the
People’s Republic of China, or the ,four centres of the new multipolar order”
(Tadi¢, 2009). This multidirectional approach is rooted in Serbia’s effort to
preserve strategic autonomy while extracting economic, diplomatic, and
security benefits from all major powers without entering into exclusive
alignments. However, this foreign policy orientation lacks a codified strategic
doctrine or long-term planning framework, making it vulnerable to growing
international polarization and external shocks.

From the perspective of neorealism (Waltz, 1979), the international
system is anarchic and defined by power distribution among states. In such
a system, smaller and non-aligned states like Serbia act primarily to ensure
survival by maximizing flexibility and maneuverability. After the dissolution
with Montenegro in 2006, Serbia sought to materialise its foreign policy
agenda. Given its limited material capabilities and historical vulnerabilities
in the Balkan region, Serbia’s simultaneous engagement with rival global
powers reflects a survival-oriented strategy. However, unlike classical
balancing or bandwagoning, Serbia’s behavior more closely fits the concept
of “hedging” a strategy increasingly used by secondary states in multipolar
settings (Goh, 2005; Lim & Cooper, 2015; Steki¢ & Miti¢ 2025). Hedging
involves cultivating relationships with competing powers to avoid

" The paper presents findings of a study developed as a part of the research project
“Contributing to Modern Partnerships: Assessments of Sino-EU-Serbian Relations”,
funded by the Science Fund of the Republic of Serbia (2023-2025), Grant No. 7294,
which is implemented by the Institute of International Politics and Economics and
Institute of Social Sciences from the Republic of Serbia.
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overdependence, while postponing definitive alignment decisions. It is both
a risk management strategy and a signal of diplomatic noncommitment,
allowing a state to buffer against volatility while exploiting the benefits of
engagement with multiple actors.

This logic also aligns with theoretical contributions in the literature on
small state foreign policy. Small states often prioritize regime survival,
economic aid, and diplomatic visibility over ideological consistency
(Thorhallsson & Steinsson, 2017). They are more likely to engage in
pragmatic and adaptive foreign policy behavior, emphasizing niche
diplomacy and strategic ambiguity. Serbia, while formally committed to
EU accession, has avoided aligning with the European Union on key
normative issues, such as the imposition of sanctions on Russia following
the 2022 invasion of Ukraine. Concurrently, it has deepened infrastructural
and technological cooperation with China through Belt and Road Initiative
projects and 5G partnerships, while preserving strong defense cooperation
and energy dependence on Russia. Meanwhile, Serbia also maintains
security dialogue and military cooperation with the United States and
NATQ'’s Partnership for Peace program. This eclecticism, while tactically
advantageous, reveals the absence of a coherent foreign policy doctrine
capable of managing long-term strategic trade-offs.

The absence of a codified foreign policy strategy of Serbia has become
increasingly problematic in light of intensifying global stress factors (De
Luca et al., 2025), which this paper conceptualizes as external structural
pressures that test the coherence and sustainability of Serbia’s hedging
approach. These include escalating security conflicts (e.g., Russia—Ukraine,
Israel-Iran), global trade and technology wars (particularly between the
US and China), and the global race for critical raw materials such as lithium
and rare earth elements, resources that have direct implications for
Serbia’s domestic policy and economic strategy. The country’s growing
exposure to these stress factors combined with its institutional ambiguity,
raises the risk of diplomatic incoherence, value misalignment, and strategic
vulnerability. While hedging may offer short-term benefits, the deepening
polarization of the international system and the resurgence of great power
rivalry reduce the room for maneuver that smaller actors like Serbia
previously enjoyed (Ciorciari & Haacke, 2019).
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Thus, the theoretical framework guiding this research sees Serbia’s
foreign policy not as an expression of grand strategy, but rather as an ad
hoc and reactive pattern of alignment management, a form of small state
hedging in a high-risk environment. Drawing on insights from neorealism,
hedging theory, and small state literature, the paper argues that Serbia’s
Four Pillars policy, though pragmatically motivated, is increasingly
unsustainable under intensifying global stress. Without a clearly defined
and internally consistent foreign policy doctrine, Serbia risks strategic
incoherence and diminished credibility, particularly in relation to its stated
goal of European integration (Obradovi¢, 2018). The objective of this
paper is to conduct a risk assessment of Serbia’s Four Pillars foreign policy
strategy in light of proposed global stress factors. Risk assessment in this
context is understood as the systematic identification, evaluation, and
prioritization of threats that may undermine the coherence, sustainability,
and effectiveness of Serbia’s diplomatic orientation (Kobrin, 2022). By
applying analytical tools drawn from international relations and strategic
studies, this paper will evaluate the exposure of each of Serbia’s four
foreign policy pillars to current global stressors, assess the probability and
intensity of associated risks, and outline potential scenarios for the future
evolution of Serbian foreign policy. This paper is structured as follows:
first, it provides an overview of Serbia’s Four Pillars policy and its strategic
rationale; second, it outlines the theoretical and methodological
framework guiding the analysis; third, it explores key global stress factors
and how they affect Serbia’s relations with each of the four pillars; fourth,
it presents case studies that highlight the concrete risks and dilemmas
Serbia faces in navigating this complex landscape; and finally, it offers a
critical discussion of the sustainability of Serbia’s current foreign policy
model and proposes directions for strategic recalibration in light of global
geopolitical realignment.

METHOD

Small states that sit at the edge of a large regulatory and market power,
and simultaneously within the orbit of rival great powers, tend to diversify
their external alignments to preserve agency (Thorhallsson & Steinsson,
2017). Serbia’s Four Pillars doctrine is a paradigmatic instance of such
diversification (Petrovi¢ & Bukanovi¢, 2012; Gaji¢ & Jankovi¢, 2012). The
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formulation that Belgrade should maintain productive ties with the European
Union, the United States, Russia and China emerged in the 2000s as an effort
to broaden strategic options, stabilize investment inflows, and leverage
external veto players on core status questions, above all the international
position of Kosovo and Metohija. There are not many studies that directly
explain the causality of the four pillars of Serbian foreign policy, and most of
those that exist were published by domestic authors and during the early
years of this policy’s existence (Novakovi¢, 2013; Kapetanovi¢, 2020).

The doctrine contained an implicit assumption that great power
relations would remain competitive but manageable, which would keep
the costs of ambiguity low and the returns to hedging positive. That
assumption has progressively broken down. The invasion of Ukraine has
hardened Europe’s security cleavage and increased the salience of
alignment choices. US-China rivalry now organizes not only trade, it
organizes technology standards, data governance, security supply chains
and the politics of critical minerals. The European Union has moved from
market making to geopolitical regulation, where the Green Deal and
associated carbon border instruments, together with the enlargement
methodology, bring third countries into a thick web of conditionality.
Finally, Serbia’s resource geography, which includes significant lithium
prospects in the Jadar basin, now sits on the front line of the contest over
raw materials essential to green manufacturing.! Each change,
geopolitical, regulatory and resource related, connects directly to one or
more pillars, and the three together compress the room for maneuver
that the Four Pillars doctrine previously afforded.

The argument of this article is twofold. First, the three stress factors
are not context, they are causal mechanisms that reweight incentives
within every bilateral relationship and, crucially, that synchronize external

! The assessed reserves of the Jadar lithium deposit in Serbia amount to approximately
118 million tonnes of ore with a lithium oxide grade of 1.8%. This deposit is one of the
largest lithium deposits in the world and contains the unique mineral jadarite. Some
sources also mention around 136 million tonnes of jadarite mineral in the deposit (Rio
Tinto, 2025). The deposit is located in western Serbia, in the Macva District near Loznica.
It holds significant potential to supply lithium carbonate for electric vehicle batteries
and energy storage, with an expected mine life of around 40 years and an estimated
lithium carbonate production of 2.3 million tonnes over that period (Rio Tinto, 2025).
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pressure with domestic costs. Second, because the stress factors cross
each other inside each pillar, the risks are multiplicative rather than
additive. In the EU pillar, foreign policy alignment over Russia, climate
policy alignment through decarbonization, and market access
conditionality through instruments such as the Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism converge into one composite risk. In the US pillar, political
signaling over the status of Serbian province of Kosovo and Metohija,
interacts with technology and security concerns about Chinese digital
infrastructure, which affects perceptions of Serbia’s strategic intent. In the
Russian pillar, energy exposure and UN Security Council diplomacy are
now embedded in a sanctions controlled environment that raises
reputational costs in Brussels and Washington while creating practical
constraints for projects and finance. In the Chinese pillar, scale and speed
of investment raise short term growth prospects, but environmental
liabilities and technology choices expose Serbia to EU and US scrutiny, and
the lithium issue brings Beijing, Brussels and Washington into direct
competition in Serbian localities. These are not abstract tensions, they are
tracked in the European Commission’s annual country reports, in
European Parliament resolutions, in IMF and IEA documentation and in
multiple investigations of Chinese industrial projects and Serbia’s urban
surveillance infrastructure (EU Commission, 2025).

Methodologically, the article treats risk as a function of exposure,
probability and consequence. Exposure is the structural vulnerability
created by a country’s policy choices and endowments, probability is the
likelihood that a stress factor will activate that vulnerability under plausible
scenarios, and consequence is the severity of loss if the risk materializes
(Alon & Martin, 1998). The analysis is interpretive, but it anchors each
inference in current, checkable data where possible. The substantive
sections integrate the three stress factors into the four bilateral
relationships, beginning with the EU pillar as Serbia’s declared strategic
anchor, then the US pillar as the lead security actor, then Russia as the
traditional diplomatic and energy partner, and finally China as the
latecomer economic and technological heavyweight. The discussion and
conclusion consolidate the findings into policy guidance that is coherent
with domestic political constraints and with the likely trajectory of the
external environment over the next decade. This research employs a
qualitative risk assessment framework to analyze Serbia’s “Four Pillars”
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foreign policy, with an emphasis on how external global stress factors
challenge the coherence and sustainability of this strategic orientation. The
four principal foreign policy vectors, relations with the European Union,
the United States, Russia, and China, serve as the core units of analysis.
Each is examined in relation to several key independent variables, defined
as global stress factors that shape Serbia’s foreign policy environment.

These include:

(1) security conflicts, such as the Russia—Ukraine war, rising tensions
in the Middle East (Israel—Palestine, Israel-Iran), and the resulting
shifts in global alliances;

(2) economic and trade disputes, particularly US—China decoupling,
the imposition of sanctions, and protectionist trade practices;

(3) the global competition over critical raw materials, including lithium
and rare earth elements, which are central to both technological
development and green transition agendas.

These stress factors function as external pressures that generate various
types of risks (dependent variables) for Serbia, such as strategic ambiguity,
normative contradictions between different partners (e.g., EU liberal-
democratic standards vs. China/Russia’s authoritarian norms), economic
dependency, and the rising diplomatic cost of foreign policy balancing. To
illustrate how these dynamics manifest in practice, the research adopts a
case-based approach, analyzing specific developments such as Serbia’s
reluctance to align with EU sanctions on Russia, domestic opposition to
lithium extraction projects, technological cooperation with Huawei, and joint
military activities with Russian forces. The analysis draws on secondary
qualitative sources, including official government statements, EU and NATO
policy documents, trade statistics, international media coverage, and reports
by regional and global think tanks. Additionally, the study incorporates
complementary methodological tools such as process tracing, to explore
causal pathways and historical sequences through which stress factors have
shaped Serbia’s strategic decisions; scenario analysis, to anticipate how
intensification of these stressors may impact future alignments; and policy
coherence assessment, to evaluate the internal consistency and external
credibility of Serbia’s foreign policy across the four pillars.
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GLOBAL STRESS FACTORS SHAPING SERBIA’'S EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

Several global stress factors currently intersect to reshape the
strategic environment within which Serbia seeks to implement its Four
Pillars policy. These stress factors are not uniform in their effects, but
they collectively challenge the coherence of maintaining balanced ties
with four divergent actors.

The first and most immediate stress factor is the Russian war in Ukraine
and the subsequent reconfiguration of European security. The war has
entrenched divisions between Russia and the West to a degree unseen since
the Cold War. For Serbia, which has historically relied on Moscow for
diplomatic protection regarding the Kosovo question, this development
poses a severe dilemma. The European Union and the United States expect
Serbia to harmonize with sanctions regimes against Russia, while Russia
remains a vital ally in the United Nations Security Council. The contradiction
generates acute risk for Serbia’s balancing posture.

A second global stress factor is the intensifying strategic rivalry
between the United States and China. This rivalry is no longer confined to
trade disputes but extends into technology, security, and global
governance. For Serbia, which has welcomed extensive Chinese
infrastructure investments and established a “comprehensive strategic
partnership” with Beijing, this rivalry raises the risk of being caught
between Washington’s demands for alignment and Beijing’s offers of
economic opportunity. The polarization of technological ecosystems,
particularly in fields such as 5G infrastructure and artificial intelligence,
underscores the depth of this challenge. Third, the global imperative of
energy transition and climate diplomacy introduces a stress factor that
directly intersects with Serbia’s European integration path. The European
Green Deal and associated climate regulations demand radical
decarbonization, yet Serbia remains heavily reliant on lignite coal and
Russian natural gas. This structural dependency creates vulnerability not
only to environmental risks but also to political and economic exclusion
from European markets should compliance falter. Together, these stress
factors constitute a turbulent external environment that tests the
adaptability of Serbia’s Four Pillars strategy. The subsequent sections
analyze their impact on each pillar in detail.
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The European Union Pillar

The European Union represents the cornerstone of Serbia’s external
orientation and declared strategic goal since 2003. It is Serbia’s largest
trade partner, investor, and source of development assistance, while
accession remains the only realistic pathway for regulatory and economic
convergence. Institutionally, 22 of 35 negotiating chapters have been
opened, with two provisionally closed, but progress has stalled. The stall
is not incidental: it is tied directly to stress factors that dominate Serbia’s
external environment.

The first stress factor is geopolitics. Alignment with the EU’s Common
Foreign and Security Policy has fallen sharply since the outbreak of the
Ukraine war, with Serbia refusing to adopt EU sanctions against Russia and
maintaining alignment levels of roughly 50 percent, well below peer
candidates. This is not a mere scorecard but a binding accession condition,
as foreign policy alignment is monitored within the Fundamentals cluster.
Externally, misalignment erodes credibility with member states, who
interpret ambiguity as strategic sympathy for Russia; internally, it polarizes
politics along identity lines. The probability that this constraint remains
binding is high given the structural decoupling of EU-Russia relations. The
consequence is severe: other areas of progress are overshadowed by non-
alignment on the most salient European security question.

The second stress factor is the EU’s energy and climate transition.
Serbia’s electricity system remains heavily dependent on lignite and coal-
fired generation, with domestic carbon pricing regimes embryonic. The EU’s
Green Deal and the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM),
transitioning to full effect by 2026, convert carbon intensity into a trade cost
and competitiveness issue. For Serbia’s energy-intensive industries, failure
to internalize carbon pricing risks curtailing EU market access. The exposure
is high, as decarbonization requires costly restructuring of coal, social
transition measures, and rapid development of renewables. The probability
that CBAM reshapes Serbian industrial policy is equally high, with the
consequence of conditionality feeding directly into accession momentum.

The third stress factor lies in raw materials. Serbia’s lithium reserves
in the Jadar basin position it within Europe’s critical raw materials strategy.
The European Commission has identified Jadar as a strategic initiative, yet
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governance risks dominate. Public protests, distrust in permitting, and
fears of environmental degradation have already stalled progress. For
Serbia, the opportunity is to embed itself into European battery value
chains beyond simple extraction rents, but the condition is transparent
regulatory credibility. The probability of contestation remains high, and
the consequence is binary: either Serbia anchors itself as a green supplier
to Europe or risks being portrayed as an extractivist periphery outside EU
industrial norms. The EU pillar is both indispensable and exacting.
Geopolitical alighment, energy transition, and raw materials governance
are not separate files but interlinked corridors through which accession
credibility must pass. The risk profile is therefore high in both probability
and intensity: failure would leave Serbia within the EU’s regulatory orbit
but excluded from its political community.

The United States Pillar

The United States occupies a more asymmetric position: modest in trade
and investment but critical in security and diplomatic signaling. Washington
is NATO's lead actor and a decisive voice on Kosovo, and its expectations
shape how Serbia’s alignment is interpreted across the broader Western
alliance. The principal risk is political conditionality. Washington demands
sanctions alignment against Russia and credible engagement in the dialogue
with Kosovo. Friction emerges when Belgrade seeks to hedge: condemning
Russia in UN votes but refusing sanctions, or making tactical moves with
Kosovo while avoiding strategic concessions. Because the United States can
mobilize military, financial, and diplomatic signaling, the cost of sustained
ambiguity includes slower integration into Western security networks and
reputational damage as an unreliable partner. Technology rivalry constitutes
a second dimension. The Huawei-enabled “Safe City” surveillance network
in Belgrade symbolizes the overlap between Chinese economic engagement
and US security concerns. For Washington, these are not neutral
technologies but nodes of the Digital Silk Road, carrying governance and
security externalities. As rivalry hardens, the opportunity cost of Chinese
vendors rises, potentially limiting Serbia’s participation in sensitive supply
chains and Western technology cooperation.
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Finally, the green transformation links the US pillar to supply chain
governance. The Inflation Reduction Act embeds critical minerals into
transatlantic strategy, while US diplomacy increasingly ties environment,
labor, and human rights to investment. This overlaps with EU conditionality
and amplifies pressure on projects such as lithium extraction or Chinese-
owned heavy industry in Serbia. The US pillar thus carries medium
economic but high political stakes, with a risk profile assessed as medium-
to-high probability and high consequence. Serbia’s room for maneuver is
limited: divergence will be costly, while convergence offers political
legitimacy but narrows hedging options.

The Russian Federation Pillar

Russia has historically been one of Serbia’s most salient partners,
grounded in three dimensions: diplomatic cover on Kosovo at the UN
Security Council, energy supply through Gazprom and pipeline
infrastructure, and cultural affinity in domestic politics. The war in Ukraine
has destabilized each of these foundations. Diplomatically, Russia’s aggressor
status reduces the value of its cover, as reliance on Moscow erodes Serbia’s
credibility with Brussels and Washington. In energy, Serbia remains
dependent on Russian gas via TurkStream, but this dependence has become
a liability as Europe pursues diversification and decarbonization. Locking
into long-term Russian contracts risks stranded assets and stranded
credibility. Culturally, elites must balance pro-Russian sentiment with
growing costs of association in European integration. The probability of
continued dependence is high in the short term, but the long-term trajectory
points toward structural erosion. Russia’s ability to materially support Serbia
is constrained by war, sanctions, and economic decline. Consequently, the
Russian pillar has shifted from asset to liability. Its risk profile is high in both
intensity and probability, particularly as Serbia’s European integration
becomes increasingly incompatible with Russian alignment.

The Pillar of China

China’s role in Serbia has expanded rapidly, anchored in infrastructure,
heavy industry, technology, and prospective raw materials. Framed as a
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“comprehensive strategic partnership,” this pillar provides capital, jobs,
and leverage, but also exposes Serbia to significant risks.

The first stress factor is rivalry. Huawei’s presence in Serbian digital
infrastructure, coupled with surveillance systems and telecom involvement,
renders Belgrade a test case for transatlantic debates about digital
sovereignty and data governance. The probability of this becoming a
recurring diplomatic irritant is high, with potential consequences for Serbia’s
interoperability with EU networks and its access to Western partnerships.

The second factor is the green transition. Chinese-owned industrial
assets such as HBIS Smederevo steel and Zijin copper have become
flashpoints for pollution, community opposition, and governance
opacity. As EU CBAM and due diligence regimes harden, these assets
risk facing costs, delays, or reputational penalties. The consequence is
direct: Serbia’s export competitiveness is undermined if compliance
cannot be credibly demonstrated.

The third factor is raw materials. Lithium in Serbia is strategically
valuable to both Europe and China. If Chinese firms secure stakes in
extraction or processing, this would anchor Beijing inside Europe’s green
supply chains, triggering scrutiny from both Brussels and Washington.
Conversely, an EU-aligned configuration could push China to pivot toward
other resources or midstream components. Either pathway generates high
political contestation, with legitimacy hinging on environmental
governance, community consent, and transparency.

Overall, the Chinese pillar offers economic opportunity but carries
medium-to-high risk in the long term. Dependency, geopolitical friction,
and domestic backlash are the primary vulnerabilities.

But, China’s role in Serbia must be understood not only through
economic engagement, but also as part of Beijing’s broader BRI and its
projection of soft power. Chinese infrastructure projects, such as
highways, bridges, and energy facilities, have reshaped the economic
and political landscape, while digital infrastructure collaborations (e.g.,
Huawei’s Safe City projects) embed China into Serbia’s governance
model. Environmental governance represents another critical risk vector
in the Chinese pillar. Steki¢ (2024) argues that the Belt and Road Initiative
has transformed Sino-Serbian relations into a comprehensive strategic
partnership, marked by extensive infrastructure, trade, and defense
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cooperation. Through major projects such as the Belgrade—Budapest
railway and energy facilities, as well as the 2023 free trade agreement,
China has positioned Serbia as a key gateway to Europe. At the same
time, Serbia’s acquisition of Chinese military systems like the FK-3
missiles and CH-92A drones reflects a gradual shift from reliance on
Russia toward deeper alignment with China, reshaping Serbia’s
economic orientation and geopolitical role in Southeast Europe.

The presence of Chinese companies in heavy industry and mining —
HBIS in Smederevo, Zijin in Bor (Zaki¢, 2020) has provoked protests and
raised concerns about transparency and ecological sustainability. These
issues intersect directly with EU accession criteria and climate governance
frameworks, amplifying the reputational costs of dependence on Chinese
capital. Strategically, China also leverages Serbia as a symbolic partner
within Central and Eastern Europe, demonstrating the reach of the China-
CEE cooperation format, even as some EU members grow increasingly
skeptical of Beijing’s influence. For Belgrade, this partnership provides
visibility and short-term gains, but in the long term, it risks creating
asymmetrical dependencies that reduce Serbia’s strategic autonomy
(Obradovic¢, 2018). Risk assessment of the Chinese pillar therefore requires
a multidimensional lens: economic dependence, environmental liabilities,
and geopolitical friction. While Chinese investment has supported growth
and positioned Serbia as a regional hub for the BRI, these benefits are
conditional and reversible. As the US—China rivalry escalates and EU
scrutiny intensifies, Serbia’s hedging space narrows, transforming the
Chinese pillar from an opportunity into a potential liability.

COMPARATIVE RISK ASSESSMENT AND SCENARIO ANALYSIS — DISCUSSION

When comparing the four pillars, it becomes evident that the EU and
Russia represent the most acute sources of risk. The EU pillar is indispensable
but fraught with high-intensity conditionality, while the Russian pillar faces
structural erosion due to Moscow’s war in Ukraine and international
isolation. The US pillar carries political risks of medium intensity but remains
secondary in economic terms. The Chinese pillar offers short-term gains but
introduces long-term vulnerabilities linked to dependency and global rivalry.
In the short term, Serbia is likely to continue balancing, maintaining relations
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with all four pillars despite mounting contradictions. In the medium term,
pressures from the EU concerning energy transition and foreign policy
alignment will intensify, compelling Serbia to reconsider its reliance on
Russia. Simultaneously, China will expand its presence, particularly in sectors
linked to critical raw materials. In the long term, the sustainability of the
Four Pillars strategy is doubtful. Serbia may be forced to privilege its
European trajectory while maintaining selective and controlled engagement
with China, reducing reliance on Russia, and managing a limited but
functional relationship with the United States.

Table 1: Risk assessment of Serbia’s four pillar policy

Pillar | Risk intensity | Probability Dominant stress factor

War in Ukraine, climate, Kosovo

EU High High and Metohija

Kosovo and Metohija, Russia,

USA Moderate Moderate rivalry with China

Russia | High High War in Ukraine, sanctions

China Moderate Moderate | US-China rivalry, critial raw materials

Source: Author.

The analysis of risks facing Serbia’s Four Pillars strategy highlights
broader theoretical implications for small states in the international
system. Realist perspectives emphasize the inevitability of external
balancing and hedging strategies when structural constraints limit
autonomy. Serbia’s attempt to cultivate multiple great-power partners
exemplifies this logic. Yet the liberal institutionalist perspective
underscores the long-term benefits of embedding within rule-based
frameworks, which in Serbia’s case point toward the European Union.
Critical approaches, meanwhile, reveal the asymmetrical dependencies
that such strategies create, particularly in relation to China and Russia. For
some scholars, hedging is also a dynamic process that requires constant
risk assessment and adjustment (Friedberg, 2011). As global circumstances
change, whether due to shifts in economic power, security concerns, or
domestic political factors, states must adapt their hedging strategies
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(Steki¢ & Miti¢, 2025). For instance, if Chinese investments begin to
undermine Serbia’s political autonomy or if EU membership negotiations
continue to stall, Serbia may need to recalibrate its strategy by either
leaning more toward one side or strengthening its diversified approach.
These adjustments demand continuous monitoring of both external
developments and domestic capacities, including the institutional ability
to manage complex and multifaceted relationships.

For Serbia, the challenge is to reconcile short-term survival strategies with
long-term strategic orientation. The balancing act that defined its post-2000
diplomacy may no longer be sustainable in an environment of deepening
global rivalry. The very act of non-alignment risks being interpreted by
external actors as implicit alignment with their rivals. Thus, Serbia’s agency
depends on its ability to transform domestic capacities, invest in
diversification, and adopt a more selective approach to partnerships.

CONCLUSION

The Four Pillars foreign policy doctrine represents both the ambition
and the dilemma of Serbia’s position in a fragmented global order.
Conceived as a pragmatic framework to secure autonomy through
diversification, it once functioned as a rational response to the
uncertainties of the post-Cold War transition and Serbia’s constrained
material capacities. However, the intensification of global stress factors,
most notably the war in Ukraine, the deepening strategic rivalry between
the United States and China, the accelerating energy and climate
transition in Europe, and the competition over critical raw materials, has
fundamentally altered the external environment that once enabled
Serbia’s multidirectional diplomacy. The very flexibility that once served
as a hedge now exposes Belgrade to growing contradictions, narrowing
the scope for independent maneuvering.

The risk assessment conducted in this study demonstrates that Serbia’s
exposure is neither evenly distributed nor static. The European Union pillar
remains the cornerstone of Serbia’s strategic orientation and its only viable
pathway toward structural modernization and regulatory convergence.
Yet the credibility of this commitment is undermined by persistent
misalignment with EU foreign and security policy, especially regarding
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sanctions on Russia. The Russian pillar, long valued for diplomatic support
and energy supply, is now eroding under the combined weight of
sanctions, war-induced isolation, and the EU’s diversification agenda. The
United States pillar provides indispensable security guarantees and
geopolitical legitimacy but lacks the economic depth to offset
dependencies elsewhere. The Chinese pillar, meanwhile, offers substantial
capital inflows and infrastructure investment, but embeds Serbia within
opaque governance structures, environmental liabilities, and technological
ecosystems increasingly incompatible with European norms.

Taken together, these dynamics reveal that Serbia’s Four Pillars
doctrine has reached a structural inflection point. The original logic of
diversification is giving way to a logic of constraint, where the costs of
ambiguity rise faster than the benefits of flexibility. The interplay of stress
factors has compressed Serbia’s policy space: alignment decisions that
could once be deferred now carry cumulative and interdependent
consequences. The EU’s regulatory and climate conditionality, the
weaponization of supply chains, and the securitization of technology all
converge to reduce the viability of strategic equivocation. In effect, Serbia’s
hedging strategy has entered a phase of diminishing returns.

Theoretically, this trajectory underscores the limitations of hedging as
a long-term strategy for small and medium-sized states in conditions of
systemic polarization. As Steki¢ and Miti¢ (2025) argue, hedging is
inherently dynamic and requires constant recalibration in response to
shifting external incentives. Yet recalibration presupposes institutional
coherence, strategic foresight, and the capacity to absorb external shocks,
features that Serbia’s foreign policy apparatus has only partially developed.
Without a codified doctrine or clearly defined prioritization of national
interests, risk management becomes reactive rather than strategic.
Serbia’s foreign policy thus risks degenerating into an exercise of short-
term survival rather than long-term positioning.

From a policy perspective, the imperative is twofold. First, Serbia must
articulate a coherent strategic framework that redefines the purpose and
limits of the Four Pillars approach. This means anchoring its external
alignment in a credible vision of European integration while maintaining
selective, transparent, and rules-based engagement with non-Western
partners. Second, domestic governance must evolve to support this
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recalibration. Strengthening institutional capacity, regulatory transparency,
and environmental governance would not only mitigate external risks but
also enhance Serbia’s credibility as a reliable partner.

In the final analysis, Serbia’s foreign policy autonomy will depend less
on its ability to balance among external powers than on its capacity to
internalize and operationalize a clear sense of strategic direction. The Four
Pillars policy once reflected adaptability; today, it risks symbolizing
indecision. If Serbia continues to rely on tactical hedging without strategic
reform, it will face growing vulnerability to external coercion and internal
incoherence. Conversely, if Belgrade transforms its multidirectional
diplomacy into a structured and principled form of engagement, it may
yet preserve meaningful autonomy within a reshaped multipolar order.
The challenge ahead is not merely to balance between powers, but to
balance between flexibility and coherence, a test that will define Serbia’s
geopolitical identity in the coming decade.
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SERBIA'S FOREIGN POLICY POSTURING:
HEDGING WHILE MULTI-VECTORING™

While formally in membership talks with the European Union since
2014, the Republic of Serbia insists it is leading an ‘independent foreign
policy’, based on its military neutrality, the need to preserve its territorial
integrity and Serb national interests in the Balkans, and to diversify its
economic relations, while adapting its proclaimed multi-vector policy
(EU/US/Russia/China/Global South) to the rising multipolarization.

Such positioning is clearly unique in a European environment marked
by Manichean polarization. An actor seeking alternatives and diversification
can easily be considered an outlier, a depiction Serbia already had to go
through in Western capitals during the 1990s Yugoslav conflicts.

Yet, the 1999 NATO bombings and the 2008 EU-US masterminding of
‘Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independence’, in violent breach of
international law, play an important role in the strategic posturing of the
country, reducing the chances of West-bound bandwagoning. Indeed, the
circumstances surrounding the prospect of ‘Kosovo’s UDI’ have included
the proclamation of Serbia’s military neutrality in 2007, Russian President
Vladimir Putin’s threat of a veto of ‘Kosovo’s independence’ through the
UN Security Council system, and Beijing’s careful monitoring of Western
mechanisms behind potential ‘UDI-bound processes’ in Pristina and Taipei.

On the other side, the EU’s own ‘enlargement fatigue, economic and
financial crises, and nonchalance towards multipolarization, the US
relative disengagement from and Russia’s relative comeback to the
Balkans, as well as China’s new global and regional development
initiatives, further complicated the geopolitical context.

Indeed, since 2014, Belgrade is negotiating EU membership in a
sluggish if not stalled process. The struggle to preserve territorial integrity
regarding Kosovo has furthermore implied a strong diplomatic leaning in
the UN Security Council on the People’s Republic of China and the Russian

** The paper presents findings of a study developed as a part of the research project
“Contributing to Modern Partnerships: Assessments of Sino-EU-Serbian Relations”,
funded by the Science Fund of the Republic of Serbia (2023-2025), Grant No. 7294,
which is implemented by the Institute of International Politics and Economics and
Institute of Social Sciences from the Republic of Serbia.
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Federation, including decisions not to harmonize with EU restrictive
measures against the two. In the process, Serbia has strengthened its
energy cooperation with Russia, elevated the formal status of its bilateral
relations with China to the highest level in Europe, and pursued an active
diplomatic policy towards the Global South vying for support regarding
Kosovo and economic diversification. Serbia’s EU negotiations started at
the time when the EU was still reeling from the shock of the economic
crisis, unable if not unwilling to assist in Serbia’s economic development
recovery. This role was immediately filled by two countries of the Global
South — China through its Belt and Road Initiative, which helped Serbia
build transportation infrastructure and save its key mining and metal
processing companies, and the United Arab Emirates through investments
and credit lines which helped Belgrade stabilize its troubled finances.
Russia’s support for Serbia in the UN Security Council went beyond the
issue of Kosovo and Metohija. Moscow particularly supported Republika
Srpska in Bosnia-Herzegovina, including against an attempt by the United
Kingdom in 2015 to pass a UN Security Council resolution on ‘Srebrenica
genocide’ — vetoed by Russia — which would have had considerable
implications for Belgrade.

The depiction of Serbia’s foreign policy as based on “four pillars’ — white
still relevant —is thus in need of adjustment.

The concept of ‘hedging’ has been applied recently to Serbia’s foreign
policy. The Cold war-era concept of ‘balancing’ (allying with others against
the prevailing threat) — while often used in public discourse — cannot fully
apply to Serbia’s peculiar strategic posturing, same as the concept of
‘bandwagoning’ (allying with a potentially threatening power) (Walt,
1987). Serbia’s military neutrality, proclaimed in 2007 in the context of
the threat of ‘Kosovo’s UDI’, suggests ‘no evidence is found to indicate
the adoption of pure forms of balancing or bandwagoning in Serbian
behaviour’ (Nikoli¢, 2024).

Thus, a rising depiction of ‘hedging’ in Serbia’s foreign policy (Ejdus,
2023; Dettmer, 2023; Nikoli¢, 2024; Miti¢, 2024a), a concept transferred
from the contexts of Southeast Asia (Goh, 2005; Gerstl, 2022; Kim, 2023),
and the Middle East (Salman and Geeraerts, 2015; El-Dessouki and
Mansour, 2020; Fulton, 2020). Miti¢ and Nikoli¢ both identify the sources
of Serbia’s hedging in the aftermath of ‘Kosovo’s UDI’ and the
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simultaneous rise of multipolarization. Serbia’s hedging strategy has
several underpinnings, grounded mostly in its slow, if not stalled
membership talks with the European Union. Primarily, these are due to
Chapter 23 (respect of rule of law —a major hurdle for all candidate states),
Chapter 31 (alignment with EU foreign policy) and Chapter 35
(‘normalization of relations’ with the Kosovo Albanian leadership in
Pristina), in addition to chronic challenges of EU ‘enlargement fatigue’ and
lack of political will (Miti¢, 2024b). These hurdles have prompted Serbia’s
‘non-Western’ turn, which has manifested itself in the struggle for the
support on Kosovo at the UNSC (China and Russia) and at the General
Assembly and UN bodies such as Interpol and UNESCO (Global South). In
addition, Serbia has increased military-technical cooperation with Russia
and China (imports) and the Global South (exports), as well as cooperation
in energy security (Russian gas), mining and infrastructure (China’s
investments and loans) and overall trade diversification. In the context of
the conflict in Ukraine, particularly since 2022, Serbia’s hedging has turned
more prominently in China’s direction.

Understandably, the concept of ‘hedging’ has not been employed by
Serbia officials, who prefer references to a ‘multi-vector’ policy of
maximizing national interests through diversified partnerships and
dexterity in navigating a complex geopolitical environment (Azermedia,
2025), as exemplified by Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, South Africa
and Brazil.

While Serbia — as a legal successor state to the Socialist Federative
Republic of Yugoslavia — takes pride in Belgrade’s leading role in the Non-
Aligned Movement (NAM) during the Cold War, and has a pro-active policy
towards NAM even today (due to the fight over the de-recognition of
‘Kosovo’s UDI’ and economic diversification), its foreign policy today
cannot be labelled as ‘non-aligned’. Then again, even India, a traditional
leader in the NAM, has shifted from ‘non-alignment’ towards ‘multi-
alignment’, as a ‘series of parallel relationships that strengthen multilateral
partnerships and seek a common approach among the grouping towards
security, economic equity and the elimination of existential dangers like
terrorism’ (Drishtiias, 2022) Yet, India has done so through formal
memberships in BRICS, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, the
International North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC, with Russia, Iran and
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Central Asia) and QUAD (with the US, Japan and Australia), while Serbia
remains outside NATO, the CSTO and (for now) the EU or BRICS — although
it is participating in lower-tier arrangements with each.

On the other side, Mihaylov takes a more holistic approach, and delves
into Yugoslavia’s NAM legacy, to consider that Serbia is pursuing a ‘third
way’ geopolitical positioning of searching for benefits from geopolitical
poles while remaining outside of them, which includes a number of
features, including military neutrality, political multi-vectorism, strategic
trade diversification and ‘external projection of domestic cultural-historical
sentiments’ (Mihaylov, 2024). Indeed, while being a small power, Serbia
is a key geopolitical actor in the Balkans, with ‘external projection’
capacities in the entire region, well beyond its recognized borders.

Yet, no matter how defined, Serbia’s foreign policy posturing has not
been welcomed by Western powers in the context of multipolarization
and heightened tensions with Russia and China. Particularly in the context
of the conflict in Ukraine, and rising EU/NATO militarization in Europe, they
are employing various sets of statecraft repertoires to shape Serbia’s
strategic environment and curb its foreign policy alternatives. We will look
at several tools which have been employed in pursuit of such objectives.

SHAPING TO CURB

Throughout history, each global power seeks to ‘shape the
international system in accordance with its own values’ (Kissinger, 1994,
p. 17). Wolfley argues that, nowadays, ‘shaping relies primarily on
attraction, legitimacy, persuasion, and positive incentives and less on uses
or threats of force’ (Wolfley, 2021). Thus, shaping requires the use of
persuasion by words and deeds (Miti¢, 2024a). In terms of words, shaping
requires ‘geopolitical storylines’ as sets of arguments which provide ‘a
relatively coherent sense-making narrative for a foreign policy challenge’
(O’Tuathail, 2002, p. 619). To boost these storylines, political actors apply
‘frames’ to provoke reactions of the public on the element of reality they
are accentuating or hiding. As far as deeds are concerned, in international
politics, states practice ‘statecraft’ — ‘organised actions governments take
to change the external environment in general or the policies and actions
of other states in particular to achieve the objectives set by policymakers’
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(Holsti, 1976, p. 293). States use four types of statecraft instruments —
military, political, diplomatic and cultural — to ‘influence others in the
international system — to make their friends and enemies behave in ways
that they would have otherwise not’ (Goddard, MacDonald & Nexon,
2019, p. 306). Furthermore, states use ‘sets of repertoires’ as ‘more limited
toolkits in use, whether by particular states, in relations among specific
states, or in specific settings’ (Goddard, MacDonald & Nexon, 2019, p.
310). These sets of statecraft repertoires align with what O’Tuathail calls
‘geopolitical scripts’ — a ‘tacit set of rules for how foreign policy actors are
to perform in certain speech situations, and how they are to yet articulate
responses to policy challenges and problems’ (O’Tuathail, 2002, p. 619).
These scripts need to be flexible enough to harmonise, depending on the
situation, context or development, with the set of statecraft repertoire a
state can employ. Furthermore, they must connect the words and the
deeds, and ‘close the say-do gap’ as one of the critical elements of
successful strategic communication (Mitié, 2018, p. 143).

Small states are particularly vulnerable to great power shaping, as
these powers aim to shape the strategic environment by exploiting
vulnerabilities and limiting foreign policy alternatives. Indeed, through a
process we could describe as ‘strategic curbing’: an intended, planned and
targeted shaping approach by great powers to reduce the strategic
autonomy of small and medium states, limit their foreign policy
orientations and induce alignment with proclaimed geopolitical storylines,
objectives and values, while constraining the influence and capabilities of
rival powers.

Statecraft repertoires of great powers include a variety of shaping
options, from diplomatic pressure and economic sanctions to military
containment and deterrence. The ‘sets of repertoires’ used by great powers
in performing strategic curbing are, however, more tailored, need to be
aligned with ‘geopolitical scripts’, and thus must be flexible and adaptable.

We will distinguish several sets of repertoires which are relevant for
the case of the strategic curbing of Serbia’s foreign policy options.

The first one is related to restricting foreign policy hedging, or ‘de-
hedging’. While it has been used in finance, where ‘de-hedging is the act
of unwinding positions initially established as hedges in a trade or
investment portfolio’ (Trade Locker, 2024), Miti¢ discusses the term in IR.
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He points out that ‘de-hedging’ is due to external influences, albeit the
decisions involve cooperative actions by the local authorities: ‘For the EU
and the US, these initiatives are part of the process of rooting out strategic
rivals from the Balkans. Brussels would call it a return to the ‘normal’
incentives for EU accession: positive signals to investors, motivation for
internal political reforms, and gradual and partial integration into the
Union’s sectoral policies’ (Miti¢, 2024a). Thus, for Miti¢, de-hedging implies
policies and narrative tools, pursued by external actors, aimed at
encouraging a sovereign state to reduce, if not abandon its hedging
strategy in the context of geopolitical competition.

One of these narrative tools is ‘obstructive framing’. ‘Framing’, as
‘selection and salience’ in order ‘to promote a particular problem definition,
causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation’
(Entman, 1993, p. 45), is a rational rhetorical strategy used by politicians to
‘angle’ arguments presented to the general public as frames can provoke
different reactions of the public depending on the element of reality they
are accentuating or hiding. ‘Strategic framing’ involves the ‘purposeful use
of this technique by rhetors, social advocates, and communications
professionals’, whose goals are ‘to telegraph meaning and to focus audience
attention on particular portions of a message or aspects of a topic in order
to gain a favorable response’ (Hallahan, 2008, p. 4855). Strategic framing is
an integral part of strategic communication campaigns, which seek to ‘use
message frames to create salience for certain elements of a topic by
including and focusing attention on them while excluding other aspects’
(Hallahan, 2008, p. 4856). Thus, ‘obstructive framing’ has a clear objective
of focusing attention on the negative aspects of a policy or action of an actor
or its cooperation with a partner deemed rival by the framing strategist.

In order to limit the participation of a country in rival partnerships and
alliances, powers attempt to create wedges which could weaken or
rupture their cooperation. Thus, ‘wedging’ strategies use statecraft
repertoires to ‘move or keep a potential adversary out of an opposing
alliance’: ‘Coercive ones rely chiefly on threats and punishment to
influence the target state’s alignment’, while ‘accommodative ones
emphasise inducements’ (Crawford, 2021). In particular, using ‘selective
accommodation’, the ‘divider’ does ‘not conciliate indiscriminately’ but
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‘does so in a fashion calculated to achieve strategic effects against the
constellation of opposing forces’ (Crawford, 2021).

One of them is ‘co-opting’, that is integrating the actor closer to own
organizational structures, norms and values, by offering incentives and
privileges in exchange of compliance. This tool gives a particular advantage
to powers/states or groups of states with an extended and comprehensive
network of structures. Furthermore, co-opting can be facilitated by soft
power and overall attractiveness of the co-opter, as well as public opinion
support for the integration of their state in the co-opter’s structures.

On the other side, ‘cornering’ is a coercive strategy which aims to
severely restrict foreign policy manoeuvrability of a state through threats
of isolation and use of force/sanctions. Instead of a promise of integration,
as in the case of ‘co-opting’, here the focus is on marginalization.

CURBING SERBIA’S FOREIGN POLICY OPTIONS
Obstructive Framing

Already at the end of the Cold War and the outset of the Yugoslav
crisis, the Western media Manichean ‘Good vs Evil’ narrative framed the
Serbs as the ethnic group depicted in threat terms: as the ‘nationalist’,
‘communist’, ‘oriental’, ‘dogmatic’, ‘hegemonic’, ‘autocratic’ side versus the
‘democratically-elected’, ‘Western’, ‘anti-communist’, ‘free market’ and
‘freedom-seeking’ rest (Miti¢, 2024a). Such framing became a backbone
of the 1990s Western strategic narrative on the Yugoslav conflicts (Poggioli,
1993; Parenti, 2000; Morelli, 2001; Sévillia, 2004; Herman, 2006). While
the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia subs'ded by the of the 20th century,
and Serbia took the ‘Western turn’ following political changes in October
2000, the obstructive framing remained well into the f'st quarter of the
21st century. Paradoxically, it remained such even in the early 2000s, at
times when Russian influence was dramatically reduced and China’s
influence was non-existent, primarily due to the political West’s attempt
to justify its ‘Yugoslav conflict narrative’ and the flagrant violations of
international law during the 1999 NATO aggression and the subsequent
masterminding of ‘Kosovo’s UDI’. Following the 2008 ‘Kosovo UDI’, which
led to the comeback of Russo-Serbian collaboration, the negative framing
turned to depicting such cooperation as a ‘threat’. This was particularly
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visible following the outset of the crisis in Ukraine in 2014, when Serbia,
within months both started EU membership talks and refused to align with
EU’s anti-Russian sanctions. The political West saw Russo-Serbian
cooperation as a hurdle for Western interests, particularly to NATO and
EU enlargement in the region. As part of the ‘narrative war’ between the
West and Russia, such portrayal became an integral part of strategic
communication to promote the EU/NATO interests in the Western Balkans.
A strategic frame analysis revealed the systematic building of a strategic
narrative depicting Russian-Serbian cooperation as a ‘hybrid threat’ in the
political, security, economic, energy, informational and non-governmental
sectors (Miti¢, 2020). Such framing was also present in the case of the
Sino-Serbian cooperation after Beijing launched its Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) and China-Central and Eastern European Countries framework
(originally 16+1), where Serbia took an important role, particularly after
President Xi Jinping’s first visit to Belgrade in 2016. The particular target
of Western negative framing have been the Chinese investments in
Serbia’s energy sector. The emergent strategic narrative framed China and
the BRI as an ‘umbrella for environmental problems’, and Serbia adopting
their problematic, ‘toxic’ model, according to which ‘Chinese investments
are not respectful of legal requirements and obligations’, they ‘excessively
pollute’ and are a ‘serious hazard’ for the Serbian people, leading to
protests (Miti¢, 2024a).

In the context of the conflict in Ukraine, the negative framing of Russo-
Serbian and Sino-Serbian cooperation was strengthened, setting the scene
for curbing actions.

Co-opting

Since the outset of Russia’s military operation in Ukraine in 2022, the
political West, and the EU in particular, struggled to draw non-Western
countries into the anti-Moscow sanctioning policy. Among EU candidate
countries, Serbia stood up as an exception. In its official position expressed
in the days following February 24, 2022, Serbia supported Ukraine’s
territorial integrity and condemned Russia’s move, but stated it would not
sanction Moscow. Such position attracted considerable criticism, pressure
and warnings from Brussels. Yet, Belgrade persisted in its position. Western
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capitals thus sought to co-opt Serbia in alternative EU-related forums,
where Belgrade officials were expected —in the name of EU candidacy - to
commit to support for Kiev without formally changing the official policy of
non-sanctioning Moscow. These have included head-of-state level
meetings such as the EU-Western Balkans summit (Council of the European
Union, 2024), the Ukraine-Southeast Europe summit format (Beta, 2024),
the European Political Community (Council of the European Union, 2025)
or the Ukraine peace summit in Switzerland (N1, 2024). Others have
included events supporting Euro-Atlantic integration such as the Dubrovnik
and Globsec forums. Serbia’s representatives, however, often refrained
from adhering to the joint declarations when they included calls for
sanctions against Russia (NIN 2025, Central European Times, 2025). On the
other side, Serbia committed to support for Ukraine’s electricity grid
system, to financial donations and to post-conflict reconstruction.

Cornering

The question of Kosovo and Metohija has become a focal point for
Western pressure on Belgrade. Serbian authorities, trusting EU mediation
and guarantees, signed in 2013 the ‘Brussels Agreement’, under which it
retreated its institutions from its southern province in exchange for the
perspective of the formation of the ‘Community of Serb municipalities’.
Yet the EU failed to keep its word, and by mid-2025 the ‘Community of
Serb municipalities’ never materialized. Furthermore, sensing that the
context of the conflict in Ukraine provided an opportunity for increased
pressure on Belgrade, Western capitals presented Serbian authorities with
an ultimatum, delivered to Serbia’s President Aleksandar Vuci¢ on January
20, 2023 by the so-called ‘Quint’ — envoys from the US, Germany, France,
Italy and the EU. The ultimatum faced Belgrade with the options of either
accepting the so-called ‘French-German Proposal’ — calling for the
‘normalization’ of relations with Pristina through a ‘de-facto’ recognition
of ‘Kosovo’ - or facing Western sanctions (Radio Slobodna Evropa, 2023).
Such cornering policy was reminiscent of the 1990s ultimatums delivered
in the context of the Yugoslav conflicts, in particular ahead of the 1999
NATO aggression.
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In yet another example of a cornering policy, the departing
administration of US President Joseph Biden, in the days before exiting
the White House in January 2025, set in motion a mechanism aimed at
sanctioning Serbia’s NIS petroleum company. The aim of the mechanism
was to reduce the majority ownership of the company by Russia’s
Gazpromneft. After intense negotiations within the US-Serbia-Russia
triangle, the sanctions were postponed without full resolution by mid-
2025. Yet, the fate of NIS, as largest contributor to Serbia’s budget, became
a particularly delicate affair and a clear political Western signal to Belgrade
(Reuters, 2025a).

De-hedging

The Western policy turned at Serbia’s de-hedging from the East
became particularly visible throughout 2024. In the security field, Serbia
purchased 12 Rafale warplanes from French Dassault Aviation instead of
Chinese J-10s, despite previously purchasing China’s FK-3 anti-aircraft
system (Ruitenberg, 2024; Military Watch Magazine, 2024). French
President Emmanuel Macron hailed the 2.7 billion contract as an ‘opening
towards a strategic change’ and an ‘opportunity for Europe’ (France, 2024).

In the energy sphere, the trend aimed at pushing for a geopolitical —
but economically questionable - diversification of the Russian energy
portfolio had been present for several years, in particular since the Turkish
Stream (Balkan Stream) gas pipeline - transporting natural gas from Russia
to Turkey and southeastern Europe - came into operation in the early
2020s. The trend intensified with the building of interconnectors with
Bulgaria, linked to Greek ports and LNG from non-Russian sources at the
end of 2023 (Ministarstvo rudarstva i energetike, 2023). Several months
later, under the auspices of German Chancellor Olaf Scholtz, the EU and
Serbia signed an agreement on a strategic partnership regarding
sustainable raw materials, battery value chains, and electric vehicles. Its
key objectives have been to limit Belgrade’s energy dependence on Russia,
as well as to prevent China’s access to lithium and other critical minerals
in Serbia (Hodgson, 2024).

In the nuclear energy field, Serbia had been discussing cooperation
with Russia’s Rosatom agency for years. However, following 2022, pushes
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were made towards partnerships with France, the United Kingdom and
the US (Manojlovi¢ & Standish, 2024). Indeed, in September 2024,
roughly at the time of agreements with France on Rafales and Germany
on lithium mining, Serbia awarded a contract to French state-owned
energy utility EDF and engineering company Egis Industries for a
preliminary technical study for considering the peaceful use of nuclear
energy (Balkan Green Energy News, 2024).

However, the key de-hedging move has been the decision of President
Vucié not to attend the BRICS summit in Kazan in October 2024. A
ministerial delegation was sent instead, while Vuci¢ met in parallel in
Belgrade with a host of EU leaders, including European Commission
President Ursula Von der Layen, Polish and Greek prime ministers Donald
Tusk and Kyriakos Mitsotakis (Miti¢, 2024a).

Wedging

President Vuci¢’s decision not to attend the BRICS summit did not
come out of nowhere. It was rather made under intense Western
pressure, clearly aimed at creating wedges between Belgrade and its
Eastern partners, Russia and China. In fact, throughout Russia’s 2024 BRICS
presidency, Western statesmen, envoys, and media had been inquiring
about Serbia’s participation at the Summit, particularly after President
Putin’s invitation to President Vuci¢. Ahead of the summit, US portal
‘Politico’ commented that Serbia sits in a ‘geostrategic grey zone, pulled
between the authoritarian powers of Beijing and Moscow and more
recently, after some years of neglect, the US and its European allies’, and
is ‘one of the most important in-between places in the world today. Its
fate will help determine which Great Power comes to dominate this
century’ (Kaminski, 2024). Former NATO Supreme Allied Commander,
Admiral James Stavridis, warned that ‘Serbia is becoming a focus of great
power conflict, and the EU and NATO can bring it into the Western fold’:
‘The democratic world should be extremely concerned about Russia and
China making major inroads into what is otherwise becoming a NATO
peninsula’, which is why ‘Washington is wisely putting a full court press
on Serbia’ (Stavridis, 2024).
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One of the key wedging moves had been the testing of Serbia’s
‘commitment to the West’ through the selling of Serbian ammunition to
NATO countries, such as the Czech Republic and Bulgaria, which then
redirected them to Ukraine, igniting Moscow’s fury at Belgrade (Reuters,
2025b).

In 2025, the US Atlantic Council took the task of driving wedges
between Serbia and China. Its vice-president Matthew Kroenig argued his
May 2025 visit to Serbia was aimed at countering Chinese narratives in
the Serbian media, and called on Serbia’s public institutions to do the same
(Stevanovi¢, 2025). Kroenig argued that Chinese investments were
unreliable, polluting, and that Belgrade should avoid defence and
technological cooperation with Beijing: “‘When it comes to 6G and Serbia,
my strong recommendation is not to allow Chinese companies, such as
Huawei, to introduce 6G infrastructure’ (Stevanovic, 2025). Such argument
was in line with the Atlantic Council’s subsequent convening of a forumin
Washington D.C. in June 2025, promoting US support for 5G infrastructure
in Serbia, through a 50 million US EXIM Bank support to Telekom Serbia
(Press Online, 2025). It was also in accordance with EXIM Bank’s own
mission to counter China’s 5G under its ‘China programme’ (Thompson,
2023), as well as the so-called ‘Washington Agreement’, a wedge-prone
document signed by Serbia’s President Vuci¢ in presence of President
Trump in the White House ahead of the 2020 USA elections, which called
for rejecting 5G infrastructure from ‘untrusted vendors’, in clear reference
to Huawei (Ruge and Vladisavljev, 2020).

CONCLUSION

In spite of Western warnings, Serbia’s President Vuci¢ met with both
presidents Putin and Xi in Moscow, on the margins of the May 9, 2025
Victory Day celebrations of the 80th anniversary of defeat of Nazi
Germany. Following-up on the May 2024 meeting in Belgrade, Vuci¢ and
Xi agreed to increase coordination by setting a meeting of heads of state
‘at least once a year’, to increase mutual support and win-win
cooperation. The fact that an EU country representative, Slovak Prime
Minister Robert Fico, also attended Victory Day celebrations, however,
alleviated some pressure on Belgrade.

47



COMPASS PROJECT

Similarly, Hungary’s participation in trilateral talks with Serbia and
Russia on building a new Hungary-Serbia pipeline connecting it to Russian
oil through the Druzhba pipeline gave more space to Belgrade. As
Hungarian Foreign Minister Péter Szijjarté argued: ‘We’re moving forward
with Serbian and Russian partners to build a new oil pipeline between
Hungary and Serbia. While Brussels is banning Russian energy, cutting links
and blocking routes, we need more sources, more routes’ (Tportal, 2025).

The ire directed at Bratislava and Budapest for joining Belgrade in ‘non-
harmonising’ policies with the rest of the EU points to the fact that in the
era of multipolarization, and particular in the context of the conflict in
Ukraine, the EU is unwilling to tolerate geopolitical dissonance. Such position
in unlikely to change in the light of the securitization narrative and
militarization over the ‘Russian threat’, but also uncertainty over the future
level of American engagement in Europe, and overall transatlantic relations.

On the other side, Belgrade has, expectedly, shown resilience to Western
efforts, in large part because of the need for Russia’s and China’s support
over key national issues of Kosovo and Metohija and Republika Srpska, but
also due to energy, economic and infrastructure building cooperation (Steki¢
and Miti¢, 2025). However, this assessment also mirrors wider geopolitical
dynamics, which have shown that multipolarization is irreversible, and that,
instead of succumbing to Western strategic curbing of its foreign policy
options, Belgrade should attempt to persevere in maintaining, if not
boosting, its Eastern and Southern strategic alternatives. On the other side,
Serbia’s government has remained committed to pursuing EU negotiations
talks, and it has attempted to reboot relations with Washington, particularly
in the light of President Trump’s second term in the White House. Thus, the
challenge for Serbia’s foreign policy is to remain diplomatically fully engaged
in constant risk management, while being flexible and diversified, in order
to remain afloat without getting boiled in the ‘pressure-cooker’ created by
the interaction of global powers packing the congested geopolitical hotspot.

The Serbian case, while unique in several features, also addresses the
guestion of the effectiveness of the West'’s shaping capacities. The panoply
of the statecraft repertoire available to Western states, particularly the
EU, is wide — at bilateral, minilateral and multilateral levels. Yet, the reach
of the implemented measures, including those aimed at curbing foreign
policy diversification of a small state in formal membership negotiations
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with the EU, shows considerable limitations and the need for a more
serious ‘reality check’ in Brussels to find an adequate, not assumed place,
in the multipolarizing world.
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INTRODUCTION™*

The turbulent changes in the international politics we are witnessing
since Donald J. Trump returned to the White House are in part stemming
from his unique approach to foreign policy and specific understanding of
the United States’ (US) national interests. At the same time, they reflect
long-term processes driven by many factors, with Trump’s personality and
role being only one of them. These processes are interlinked with the
fundamental shifts in balance of power and power distribution between
major actors, which leads towards a more multipolar world. The gradual
move toward a multipolar world presents both challenges and
opportunities, depending on one’s perspective. Regardless of perspective,
this transformation involves serious growing pains, reflected in numerous
crises and disruptions. They are reflected in regional clashes and conflicts
that are erupting over the world, involving both great and small powers
alike, the gradual decline of importance of norms and values of the liberal
international order, as well as the self-questioning in the leading
superpower, the US, about its global role.

At the same time, the European Union’s (EU) decades-long aim to be
a reputable global actor has been coupled with a challenge so serious that
the EU’s then High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy
(HR/VP), Joseph Borrell (European Commission [EC], 2024e), had called it
an ‘existential threat to Europe’; Russian-Ukrainian war has shaken the
EU. This conflict reshuffled EU’s priorities, spending and policies; the
enlargement was awakened having gained a new geostrategic importance,
the EU’s agenda changed putting the war in Ukraine at the top of its
priorities list, and a new impetus for further developing EU defence has

** The paper presents findings of a study developed as a part of the research project
“Contributing to Modern Partnerships: Assessments of Sino-EU-Serbian Relations”,
funded by the Science Fund of the Republic of Serbia (2023-2025), Grant No. 7294,
which is implemented by the Institute of International Politics and Economics and
Institute of Social Sciences from the Republic of Serbia.
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emerged. While assisting Ukraine financially, in arms and training, the EU
has been intensively investing in its own defence and proposing a series
of white books and legislation to further strengthen its military capabilities,
while staying under the umbrella of NATO. However, with Trump’s second
term, new concerns about the future of NATO, outcomes of major conflicts
and crises, and EU-US relations came about.

Having this context in mind, Serbia, as other small states, finds itself
in a position to carefully consider implications and impact of the new
circumstances, and attempt to formulate a foreign policy approach that
can successfully navigate the unpredictable and turbulent environment.
The article traces these changes and presents possible scenarios for
Serbia’s strategic path forward. Accordingly, the article is divided into five
parts. The first part sets out the Serbian four-pillar foreign policy, the
second concerns the US’ and EU’s strategic repositioning as two
prominent features of the new global context. The third and fourth parts
offer a review of the EU-Serbia and US-Serbia relations, highlighting major
events, processes and issues as a lead-up to the fifth part that considers
Serbian strategic options. This final part outlines three ideal-type
scenarios, including their main drivers and consequences, and is followed
by a conclusion.

SERBIAN MULTI-VECTOR FOREIGN POLICY

From isolation and sanctions, to opening and rebuilding ties with the
great powers and returning to international institutions, Serbia’s foreign
policy course changed during the last three decades. In the 2000s, Serbia’s
main foreign policy goals were European integration, stability in the region,
regulation of relations with Montenegro, first within the same state union,
then as separate countries. In 2008, the issue of Kosovo’s! unilaterally
declared independence gained greater international significance, although
Serbia relied predominantly on Russian support for this matter even
before. In this regard, Serbian foreign policy goals in the late 2000s
included strengthening relations with Russia and China. In addition to

1 All references to Kosovo in this document should be understood to be in the context
of United Security Council resolution 1244 (1999).
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these two UN Security Council members, this period marks Serbia
proclaiming reestablishment and improvement of relations with the US,
but also with other countries, such as India, as some of its foreign policy
goals. Moreover, Serbian Parliament (HapogHa ckynwTtuHa Penybnavke
Cpbuje, 2007) declared military neutrality towards any existing military
alliance in 20072, but the country participates in UN and EU’s Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) missions and is cooperating with NATO
at the highest level military neutrality allows, while also being an observer
to Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO) since 2013. With this
non-traditional military neutrality, participation in missions is one of the
ways Serbia balances between its often incompatible interests and makes
up for the lack of cooperation, for example in CFSP.

Serbia has kept multi-vector foreign policy relying on four main pillars
—the EU, Russia, China and the US — ever since. In addition, it seeks to
enhance cooperation with Turkey, the UAE, and other actors, especially
countries that do not recognise Kosovo as an independent state. When it
comes to the four great powers, the basis for the relations Serbia builds
with them differs. In case of the EU, both sides emphasise shared values
and political and socio-economic benefits of the European integration
path of Serbia. Not only is the EU the largest investor in Serbia, but Serbia
is the third largest EU investment recipient worldwide (OECD, 2025).
Moreover, the Union, as a blog, is the biggest trading partner of Serbia,
despite China having increased its share in Serbian trade (Statistical Office
of the Republic of Serbia [SORS], 2025a; SORS, 2025b3). Nevertheless,
neither side always acts in accordance with the proclaimed shared values
and goals towards each other. Serbian officials often criticise the EU, while
the EU does not apply enlargement conditionality consistently. More than
ever, after February 24, 2022, the relations between Serbia and the EU
became evidently strategic: Serbia aligned with the EU values and acquis
means more secure and stable EU. On the other hand, Russia uses its
cooperation with Serbia to prevent further expansion of NATO.

2 Military neutrality was later articulated in strategic documents on defence and
national security in 2009 and their revision in 2019.

3 Data updated on July 15, 2025 and retrieved on July 27.
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When analysing the relations of Serbia and the EU, the EU’s
institutional system has to be taken into account. Member states play
important role in this system and shape the direction of European
integration through the European Council and Council of the EU.
Therefore, it is worth mentioning the relations Serbia has with some of
the members. First, five EU members — Cyprus, Greece, Romania, Slovakia,
and Spain — do not recognise Kosovo as independent, which disables the
Union to potentially act in a way that is completely contrary to the national
interests of Serbia. Second, Hungary and, more recently, Slovakia,
developed good relations with Serbia, especially at the personal level of
their leaders — Serbian President Aleksandar Vuci¢, and Prime Ministers
Viktor Orban and Robert Fico — who share similar stances on Russia.
Therefore, these two member states act as strong advocates for EU
membership, despite the unsatisfactory level of reforms in Serbia. Third,
cooperation with France is worth mentioning. The two countries share
historic ties and after cooling due to the French involvement in NATO
bombing of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY), relations have been
strengthened in the past decade and are based on economics and culture,
but in 2024, they signed a contract with Serbia to purchase twelve Rafale
fighter jets worth EUR 2.7 billion. French President Emmanuel Macron
described this acquisition as a ‘strategic change’ (Le Monde, 2024) as it
would align Serbia more closely with the EU and most likely replace
Russian MiG-29s, thus drawing Serbia away from Russia.

In case of Russia and China, the main incentives for cooperation are
unresolved and disputed territorial issues and national interests.
Cooperation with Russia is often portrayed and justified as historical
connection of ‘brotherly peoples’, sharing Orthodox Christianity, and its
most prominent dimension is the energy sector and military cooperation.
On the other hand, China’s strong presence in Serbia is predominantly
connected to trade and grand infrastructure projects as part of its Belt and
Road initiative. The US-Serbia cooperation mostly focuses on trade,
especially in information technologies. Still, the US mainly shows interest
for Serbia and the region when it aligns with its current priorities. For
example, Serbia is attractive both for the US and the EU when it comes to
critical raw materials, such as lithium, which is of great strategic
importance for them, but highly contested topic in Serbia, as citizens have
been protesting against mining for years, further complicating the
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government's leverage and fine balancing in international arena. A more
detailed description of both the EU-Serbia and the US-Serbia relations is
provided later in the paper.*

THE NEW GLOBAL CONTEXT — US AND EU STRATEGIC REPOSITIONING

Donald Trump’s victory in the US presidential elections in 2024
promised a new shift in American foreign policy after January 20, 2025
that was supposed to represent a response to fundamental global
changes. At the moment this article is being written, more than six months
into his second term, and a number of these expectations are fulfilled.
Still, as Nedeljkovi¢ and Zivojinovié (2025, pp. 24-25) stress, these specifics
are mainly related to methods of foreign policy, while the overarching
goals, especially long-term ones, remain broadly aligned with those
pursued by previous administrations, as was the case during his first
presidency. However, Trump’s approach is more forceful, shaped by his
firm grip on the Republican Party, the drive to secure his legacy, and
greater political experience.

The international context he faces is also more volatile. US—China
competition has intensified, the Russia—Ukraine war escalated, and the
Middle East grew more unstable with Israel’s offensive in Gaza. Trump
quickly appointed envoys for Ukraine and the Middle East, pressed Kyiv
while criticising European allies, and openly signalled sympathy for some
of Putin’s views — seeking to end the war and shift US focus toward China.>
In the Middle East, Trump’s decision to directly bomb Iran’s nuclear
facilities opens a new Pandora’s box for the region’s future, one that could
have decisively global implications. His economic policy relies on tariffs as
a main tool to coerce allies and rivals alike in order to gain leverage.

Trump’s preference for economic nationalism and protectionist
economic policies, transactional bilateral deals in diplomacy, disdain for
multilateral formats and institutions, demonstrated in (second) withdrawal

4 For detailed analysis of Serbian relations with Russia, China, Turkey and the UAE,
see: Marciacq, 2019.

> Potentially, this approach has roots in the long-term aspirations to create a dividing
line in the Beijing-Moscow partnership (Crawford, 2021; Nedi¢ and Mandi¢, 2021).
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from Paris climate act and from World Health Organization, and his vision
for a more self-reliant and less internationally involved America are all
factors other countries must take into account as they navigate their
relations with the US. Thus, other countries and the EU have two choices:
to rethink the international institutional framework and find alternatives
to existing organisations (Woods, 2025) through international cooperation,
or try to tie the US closer to these organisations by giving it some
concessions. The EU has followed the second approach. Having advanced
EU-NATO strategic partnership despite the uncertainty Trump’s first term
brought for the future of NATO, and with the pressing threat posed by
Russia, the EU continued emphasising the cooperation with NATO and the
complementarity of its strategic and foreign policy documents and actions
to the alliance. At the June 2025 NATO Summit in The Hague, all EU
members except for Spain agreed to increase their defence expenditure to
5% of GDP by 2035. A month later, the EU and the US finally reached an
agreement on 15% tariffs for the majority of EU exports.

In contrast to the US, where Trump’s return prompted a decisive U-
turn in foreign policy, the EU’s main strategic shifts, particularly regarding
enlargement policy and the CFSP, have been developing over a longer
period. The realignment of US priorities at the international level has
therefore mainly underscored the need for faster and more decisive
changes in the EU, rather than directly causing them. In general, two shifts
in the EU’s approach towards the enlargement emerged in the past
decade. Frist, the enlargement made its way back to the priorities list.
Looking at the State of the Union speeches, for example, the difference is
noticeable. With Ursula von der Leyen’s first Commission in 2019, the
enlargement became a more prominent issue in the EU. Von der Leyen’s
2019 speech announced ‘a geopolitical Commission” (EC, 2019) dedicated,
among other things, to the enlargement. All of her State of the Union
speeches covered the enlargement and the Western Balkans, unlike those
of Jean-Claude Juncker and José Manuel Barroso, which dealt with these
issues very little or not at all. Second, the EU leaders accepted that ‘reform
first, enlargement second’ is not viable anymore. In 2018, at Sofia EU-
Western Balkans summit, the French president Emanuel Macron pointed
out that the Union should not enlarge before performing necessary
internal reforms (Gray, 2018). Five years later, at the European Council
summit in December 2023, leaders highlighted the necessity for the EU
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and candidates to reform themselves in parallel so all are prepared for the
enlargement (see: European Council, 2023, section Ill, point 3).

It is clear by the timeline presented that these two shifts were not
caused by Trump’s second term. They were caused partially because of
the war in Ukraine and also because of other internal and external factors.
These factors also influenced the shaping of the EU’s foreign policy. Since
the war in Ukraine started, both these policy areas became the most
important tools for Europe to secure itself. This meant imposing restrictive
measures against Russia, rethinking ways for moving away from
dependence on Russia’s energy resources, fighting misinformation and
hybrid threats, securing the Union and its neighbourhood from Russian
influence, and of course, strengthening both national and EU-level defence
and military capabilities. To achieve this, the EU supports Ukraine,
providing EUR 59,6 billion, jointly as the EU and by individual member
states, in military support (equipment, soldiers training, defence industry)
as of June 2025 (European Council, 2025). Moreover, it actively worked
on regulating and further developing its own defence foreseeing some of
the largest sums the EU has ever allocated to a single project/initiative:
the ReArm Europe Plan/ Readiness 2030 (EC and HR/VP, 2025), a white
paper presented in March 2025, and Defence Omnibus Regulation (EC,
2025) proposal which stems from it, envision EUR 800 billion for defence.
It is important to note that these funds will be provided through a new
loan instrument for joint procurement — Security Action for Europe (SAFE),
potential redirection from cohesion funds, European Investment Bank and
even private sector support. Perhaps the most interesting provision, which
testifies that security (from Russia) is the EU’s absolute top priority which
puts all other policies and instruments to its purpose, is the one allowing
for the activation of national escape clause within the Stability and Growth
Pact, i.e. for exceeding the fiscal rules for defence expenditures with a
1.5% of GDP cap until 2029.
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SERBIA-EU RELATIONS IN AN EVOLVING ENLARGEMENT POLICY

The relations of Serbia and the EU are highly influenced by their
history, geographical proximity and geostrategic interests. The Socialist
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) had signed several agreements with
the European Economic Community in the 1970s and 1980s. During the
1990s SFRY dissolved into five countries and experienced economic and
political turmoil, wars and NATO bombing. In 2000, its successor, FRY
(consisting of the republics of Serbia and Montenegro), had seen a regime
change and the first democratic government, led by Zoran Dindic, in
January 2001 - the first government to officially articulate European
integration as a national interest. Moreover, Serbia, first as part of FRY,
then Serbia and Montenegro, and finally, Republic of Serbia as of 2006
pursued its European integration orientation. At the same time, other ex-
Yugoslav countries had also taken this foreign policy approach.

At the beginning of the 2000s, the relations between Serbia and the
EU revolved around Serbia’s orientating towards the membership in the
EU and the EU’s aim to stabilise the region — one of the stabilisation
instruments was the membership perspective to Serbia and other
countries of the so-called Western Balkans announced at the Feira (see:
European Council, 2000a, point 67) and Zagreb (see: European Council,
2000b, point 4) summits in 2000 granted at EU-Western Balkans
Thessaloniki Summit (see: EC, 2003, point 2) in 2003. In concrete, Serbia
and the EU signed the Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA) in
2008, followed by Serbia’s official application for EU membership the next
year. In 2012, Serbia was granted EU membership candidate status. Since
then, the EU and entire Europe have faced several major crises, such as
the economic crisis, major migration from Asia and Africa, Covid-19
pandemic, Brexit and the most recent one, the war in Ukraine. All these
crises affected the way the EU approaches (potential) membership
candidates and the enlargement policy itself. In addition, as the EU gained
experience and learned lessons from all previous enlargement rounds, the
enlargement became more structured, strict and detailed in terms of the
criteria an aspiring country is obliged to fulfil to become an EU member.
Besides that, the mentioned crises, especially the latter one, as well as the
issue of Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independence and relations
between Belgrade and Pristina, shaped an even more complicated
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membership path for Serbia by adding criteria® that put more weight on
the high politics dimension of Serbia’s EU membership negotiations.

How has the EU enlargement policy developed and changed over
time? During the first rounds of enlargement, the negotiations were
narrower in scope due to the competencies of the EEC/EU in fewer policy
areas compared to today’s EU. As the number of the EU’s competencies
rose and as more countries aspired to become its members, the
enlargement policy evolved and became more structured. In 1993 and
1995 respectively, the leaders of the EU members agreed on the
Copenhagen and Madrid criteria. In addition, the 1990s were a period
when the largest number of countries applied for and negotiated EU
membership — the results of these negotiations were the 2004 and 2007
enlargement rounds in which the EU gained twelve new members. These
enlargement rounds were already marked by the Europe Agreements and
screening process’ — the later was first introduced in 1998. In the case of
the Western Balkans, the process was further developed and instead of
Europe Agreements, the applicants signed SAAs, which were broader in
scope and introduced more political conditionality as opposed to the
Europe Agreements that were more focused on economic issues. The
rationale behind these differences were the conflicts in the former
Yugoslavia and transition, therefore SAAs attached more importance to
the rule of law, democracy, post-conflict stabilisation, regional cooperation
and reconciliation as well as to the cooperation with the International
Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY).

& Accession negotiations are organised into thirty-five chapters, further grouped into
clusters. Chapters 34 and 35 do not belong to any cluster with the latter being
reserved for ‘other issues’, i.e. those not already covered in the remaining thirty-
four. In case of Serbia, this chapter is one of the most complex, as it deals with EU-
facilitated Belgrade-Pristina dialogue. Apart from being highly sensitive topic, this
chapter serves as a benchmark for the overall progress of the two sides towards EU
membership, but also lacks clear criteria. To bring more clarity and predictability,
the 2023 Agreement on the Path to Normalisation of Relation between Kosovo and
Serbia and its Implementation Annex were incorporated in Chapter 35 in 2024.

7 Screening is a process conducted by the accession candidate and the European
Commission in which the EU acquis is presented to the candidate, and candidate’s
legislation is assessed to plan the reforms and next steps in the alignment with the acquis.
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The history of the region highly influenced the EU’s approach towards
the membership negotiations of the Western Balkans, leading to a strong
focus on stabilisation rather than democratisation (see: Petrovi¢, 2019, p.
27; Petrovié¢, 2024, p. 83; Felssenkemper and Kmezi¢, 2019 p. 26;
Kovacevi¢, 2019). Calling Serbia’s path to the EU membership a ‘vicious
circle of high politics’, Milos Petrovi¢ (Petrovi¢, 2019.) notes that stability
imperative in the region leads to unresolvedness of sensitive high political
issues by leaving them unresolved to avoid further instability, while at the
same time, the membership aspirants’ invested efforts are not evaluated
proportionally to the costs and risks they bare. In addition, Richter and
Wunsch (2019, p. 57) argue that the EU’s ‘conditionality remains
insufficient to achieve deep democratisation’ in the Western Balkans and
needs further efforts from the EU while not relying only on cooperation
with the governments but also parliaments and civil society. Fairly, Serbia
and other membership aspirants have also contributed to the slow-paced
progress. All this, along with the turbulent events in the international and
European arena that were constantly rearranging the EU’s priorities and
shifting its focus away from the enlargement, have led to decades long EU
membership negotiations causing the diminishment of the enlargement
policy credibility and ‘enlargement fatigue’ (The Economist, 2006, May 11)
or even ‘enlargement resistance’ (see: Economides, 2020).

In 2018, the European Commission’s communiqué, ‘A credible
enlargement perspective for and enhanced EU engagement with the
Western Balkans’, altered the membership negotiations process in a way
that puts the rule of law criteria as the main point of the accession
negotiations and a key benchmark against which the EU membership
aspirants’ progress will be evaluated. It was also the first document to
recognise the prospect of EU membership as a ‘geostrategic investment in
stable, strong and united Europe’ and its security and economic growth (EC,
2018, p. 1), which will gain its full meaning with the start of the war in
Ukraine. At the same time, the text of the document starts by recalling the
words of the President of the EC at the time, Jean-Claude Juncker, that it
was ‘clear that there will be no further enlargement during the mandate of’
his Commission (EC, 2018, p. 1). The document recognised the previously
mentioned challenges and flaws of the enlargement policy, called for the
regularisation of EU-Western Balkans summits, and reiterated the EU’s
commitment to the enlargement as well as how it should prepare itself for
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more members. However, the starting point which indicates that the
enlargement negotiations are to last for years to come, as well as the
enhanced focus on the membership criteria, sent a rather discouraging
message to the membership candidates, despite setting 2025 as a date for
potential enlargement to the frontrunners: Montenegro and Serbia, and
creating an ambitious roadmap for the two countries to meet this goal.
Nevertheless, 2025 did not see any enlargement so far, although
Montenegro currently works on fulfilling the closing benchmarks and
becoming a member state in 2027/28. Serbia on the other hand, has opened
22 out of 35 chapters and provisionally closed two.

To overcome the aforementioned challenges, the EU came up with a
revised membership negotiations methodology in February 2020. The
principles of the revised methodology were: more credibility, a stronger
political steer, a more dynamic process, and predictability, positive and
negative conditionality, offering a new impetus for the candidates to
enhance their efforts towards meeting membership criteria. However,
neither did Serbia step up its reforms, nor did the EU act according to the
plan set out in the revised methodology. The Covid-19 pandemic once
again pushed the enlargement further back on the list of the EU’s
priorities. Another crisis — the war in Ukraine which started in February
2022 — created another strong momentum for the enlargement to help
the European Union consolidate its security by speeding up the accession
process as a geostrategic move (See: Milutinovi¢ and Popova, 2024, p.
249). Both the EU and Serbia did not make the most out of this
momentum; Serbia, in fact, started drifting away from the ever-changing
accession criteria as it did not join the majority of the restrictive measures
against Russia, which indirectly confirmed the incompatibility of its
national interests: to become the member of the EU and to preserve its
sovereignty and territorial integrity. On the other hand, it was only in
November 2023 that the European Commission adopted the Growth Plan
for the Western Balkans, a plan that would finally result in concrete actions
for the benefit of the candidates, as envisioned by the revised
methodology; this would embody the gradual integration of membership
candidates and allow them to use certain resources that were previously
used only by the member states, as well as to take part into the work of
some EU institutions (as observers). Based on the Growth Plan, Serbia
adopted its Reform Agenda, and the European Commission adopted it in
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October 2024. As a result, Serbia joined the EU’s Single Euro Payments
Area (SEPA) payment schemes in May 2025.

Although some progress has been achieved, it is important to note
that Serbia has not opened any negotiating cluster since December 2021,
although the European Commission has called for an opening of Cluster 3
for several years in a row. There could be several reasons for this. One of
them is the inadequate pace of reforms in the rule of law and democracy
areas in Serbia, but the state of play has remained similar to the one when
the last cluster was opened in December 2021. Another reason could be
the (lack of) progress in Chapter 35 dealing with the normalisation of
Belgrade-Pristina relations, however, the situation in this regard also
remains unchanged. The third set of criteria that gained crucial importance
since the outbreak of the war in Ukraine is alignment with the CFSP. In,
for the EU most important area at the moment, that is the declarations
and measures against Russia, Serbia backslides: Serbia’s alignment with
CFSP declarations and restrictive measures fluctuated from 45% to 64%
2019-2024, and was 51% in 2024 (EC, 2020; 2021; 2022; 2024f).% Having
this in mind, it can be concluded that the third set of criteria is the main
reason Serbia did not advance in negotiations by opening a new cluster.
Precisely, it joined SEPA, as mentioned, and received the first financing
under Growth Plan for the Western Balkans (Government of the Republic
of Serbia, 2025), which is preconditioned by the reforms in the rule of law
area and, in case of Serbia, with the progress in Belgrade-Pristina dialogue
as confirmed in EU Regulation 2024/1449, article. 5 (European Parliament
& Council of the European Union, 2024), yet the member states’ green
light to open a new cluster has not been given.

It could be concluded that the high politics and ‘a stronger political
steer’ as envisioned by the revised methodology, proved that the
enlargement process is highly political with 27 veto players and that
Serbia’s foreign policy orientation and national interests to safeguard its
sovereignty and territorial integrity and preserve Kosovo and Metohija on

& The most notable drop in alignment was marked in 2022 when it decreased from
64% in 2021 to 45%. On the other hand, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Montenegro and North Macedonia are fully aligned with the CFSP (see: EC, 20243;
2024b; 2024c; 2024d).
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one hand, and to become a member of the EU, on the other, are in the
times of a great political and security crisis in Europe, highly incompatible.
What could have been the major incentive for both Serbia and the EU for
the former to join the latter had become the biggest obstacle to Serbia’s
accession progress. To this day, the unsatisfactory progress of Serbia in the
areas of the greatest importance in the negotiations has not resulted in a
reversal of the process, however, for years, it has remained stagnant.

US—SERBIA RELATIONS:
RECURRING ISSUES AND SELECTIVE COOPERATION

The evolution of US foreign policy at the global level was followed by
changes at the regional level. This includes Western Balkans and Serbia.
Still, as the region’s importance was diminishing exponentially throughout
the 21% century, the main coordinates, priorities and established patterns
were not drastically recalibrated as the interest of American foreign policy
decision makers was waning.® As a result, the overall course of action
remained largely set, limiting the scope for significant change.
Consequently, several major issues and topics have remained central to
US-Serbia relations throughout the past decade and a half, despite
changes in presidential administrations.

Foremost among these issues is the question of Kosovo and Metohija.
Here, the positions of Belgrade and Washington remain diametrically
opposed: Serbia does not recognise Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of
independence, while the US was both the primary architect and strongest
supporter of that declaration. The American role in the Belgrade-Pristina
dialogue, conducted primarily under EU facilitation, has been that of an
interested party and an active stakeholder. Although the dialogue has been
marked by major setbacks and extended periods without meaningful
progress, it has produced three key documents so far.

The first is ‘The First Agreement of Principles Governing the
Normalisation of Relations’, informally known as the Brussels Agreement,
signed in April 2013. Its implementation remains limited, with the central

° For the clear and precise overview of the US-Serbia relations in the first two decades
of the 21st century see: Vujaci¢, 2021.
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point of contention being the establishment of the Community of Serb
Municipalities in Kosovo. The second is the so-called Washington
agreement, consisting of two separate bilateral declarations signed in
September 2020 between Washington and, respectively, Belgrade and
Pristina. This White House initiative sidelined the EU and tackled other
important elements for Trump’s administration at the time, such as those
relating to recognition of Israel and its capital (LiSanin, 2021, pp. 177-178).
It came after the initial Washington’s renewed interest for the region that
was expressed in the plan for territorial swap between Serbia and Kosovo.
The negotiations, based on the idea of National Security Advisor at the
time, John Bolton, didn’t amount to anything, mainly due to the strong
opposition from European countries led by Germany (Krsti¢, 2021, pp.
219-220). The third document is the ‘Agreement on the path to
normalization between Kosovo and Serbia Euro-Atlantic integration’
agreed by both sides throughout a series of meetings and summits in late
2022-early 2023. Although its implementation also remained poor, a
notable feature of this agreement is its integration into Serbia’s EU
accession process.

Another major issue concerns the status of Republika Srpska within
the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. From the perspective of Banja
Luka and Belgrade, continued efforts to transfer authority to Sarajevo and
centralise governance directly contradict Serbian national interests, a view
not shared by Washington. The American perspective deems Milorad
Dodik’s rhetoric and actions as secessionist and threatening to regional
security. In response, the US has imposed several rounds of sanctions on
Dodik and his allies. While this approach has prompted caution in
Belgrade, it has not led to any significant change in Serbia’s stance.

Euro-Atlantic integration presents another important element of the
US-Serbia relationship. As Serbia declares EU membership as one of its
national interests and foreign policy priorities the US supports the
European integration of Serbia. While key outcomes and developments
of this process are addressed elsewhere in the article, this section focuses
on Serbia’s cooperation with NATO. Since declaring military neutrality in
2007, Serbia has maintained a position that rules out joining any military
alliance, which in practice means particularly NATO. While the alliance and
the US as its principal military power respect this stance, the two sides
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have developed comprehensive modalities of cooperation. Serbia is a
member of the Partnership for Peace program and has concluded
numerous agreements with NATO. In 2015, Serbia and NATO upgraded
their relations to the level of Individual Partnership Action Plan (IPAP), the
highest mechanism for NATO'’s cooperation with partner countries that
have no aspirations for NATO membership. Furthermore, the Serbian army
is regularly organising military exercise ‘Platinum Wolf’ with the US
European Command (Mitrovi¢ and Mihajlovi¢ Deni¢, 2025, p. 181). Tying
cooperation with NATO to the previous topic, the continued presence of
KFOR on Kosovo and Metohija presents an important factor of stability
and security guarantees for the Serbian population living there.

Finally, as a consequence of the described multipolarisation process, the
previous two administrations have mainly reoriented their lens for assessing
relations with Serbia to one of regional great power competition. The
continued influence of Russia and rising presence of China have prompted
the US to adopt a more active stance. As the influence of both of these
powers, particularly Russia, is connected to their stance on the Kosovo and
Metohija issue, all of these elements are interlinked. Thus, economic
development and regional cooperation initiatives, promoted during the
Trump administration by special envoy Richard Grenell, had the additional
goal to limit the influence of rival powers (Dasi¢, 2021, pp. 205-209). For the
Biden administration, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine added a new layer of
complexity. While Washington urged Serbia to join international sanctions
against Russia, criticism subsided as Serbia emerged as a quiet yet reliable
supplier of arms and equipment to Ukraine, the fact purposely lacking
widespread public acknowledgment (Russel and Dunai, 2024).

The second front of geopolitical competition has been energy
diversification. Reducing Serbia’s dependence on Russian gas and oil is
seen as a means of weakening Moscow’s political leverage. The planned
energy partnership between Serbia and the US is supposed to contribute
to this goal. The two sides signed an Agreement on Strategic Cooperation
in Energy with the US in September 2024, and US company Bechtel
expressed interest in constructing the Derdap 3 hydropower plant (Spasi¢,
2024). On the other side of this coin, the carrots are replaced by sticks in
the form of potential sanctions imposed on Serbian NIS, due to majority-
ownership by Gazprom Neft and Gazprom. Thus far, Serbia has secured
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several waivers, but the long-term solution remains elusive. Regarding
China, the US priority lies in the prevention of partnership with Chinese
companies for extraction of critical raw materials, especially lithium from
Western Serbia, and behind the scenes support for projects in this domain
with Western-based corporations.

All three topics should be understood from the perspective of regional
stability, for which Serbia’s role is critical. As the largest country in the
Western Balkans, with complex relations, connections or bilateral issues
with its neighbours, Serbia is rightly seen as a key factor for (de)stabilisation
of the region. In this light, Serbia’s meandering process of European
integration, its strong ties with Moscow, growing partnership with Beijing,
and divergent positions on regional issues compared with American ones,
along with ongoing concerns about democracy and the rule of law, are
largely tolerated by Washington, all in order to steer the overall state of the
Western Balkans in the desired direction, the one that has not dramatically
shifted between Democratic and Republican administrations.

As the current administration strategy develops, the trade relations
are bearing a significant impact due to Trump’s protectionist policies. The
introduction of trade tariffs reflecting the US’ trade deficit regarding
countries where it exists, meant that Serbia was threatened with high
tariffs of 37%, which were later reduced to 35% with the implementation
starting from August 1, 2025 (N1, 2025). Of course, Trump’s
inconsistencies and changing approach on this matter leaves the space for
future modifications. However, over the longer term, the potentially most
challenging issue that could impact the relationship is Serbia’s highly
developed cooperation with China. The large infrastructural projects built
by Chinese companies, Serbia-China free trade agreement, visible displays
of close ties including visit of Xi Jinping in early May of 2024, as well as
collaboration with China in matters of security and policing could
potentially turn on alarms in Washington and incite pressures on Belgrade.

SERBIA'S FOREIGN POLICY DIRECTION AT THE CROSSROADS:
THREE SCENARIOS

Considering the evolving trajectories of both American and European
foreign policy amid changes in the international context, and their
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implications for US-Serbia and EU-Serbia relations, Belgrade’s strategic
alignment may come under pressure to be reconsidered in response to the
new circumstances. Serbia’s foreign policy decision makers are already
compelled to reassess the results achieved thus far and to formulate a
diverse and adaptable strategy for the future. Serbia’s so-called multi-vector
or four-pillar foreign policy, while delivering notable benefits, has also
resulted in missed opportunities, particularly when decisions were shaped
by considerations of consequences for the governing parties in the
domestic political arena. Now, it can potentially find itself at the crossroads.
However, the highly unpredictable nature of the newly rising context can
lead to formation of two contrasting types of strategic environments. As
defined by Ripsman, Lobell and Tagliaferro (2016, p. 52), the country’s
strategic environment can be permissive or restrictive. This distinction
depends on the imminence and magnitude of threats and opportunities:
‘the more imminent the threat or opportunity and the more dangerous
the threat (or the more enticing the opportunity) the more restrictive the
state’s strategic environment is. Conversely, the more remote the threat or
opportunity and the less intense the threat or opportunity, the more
permissive the strategic environment is’ (Ripsman, Lobell and Tagliaferro,
2016, p. 52). Accordingly, the permissive strategic environment promotes
a widening manoeuvring space for Serbia, while the restrictive one
constrains it to only one possible direction. Having this in mind, three
specific ideal-type scenarios crystallise as possible alternatives.

The first one is ‘the status quo’ scenario, which relies on continuing
the current trajectory of maintaining cordial relations with all major actors
and navigating between their interests to preserve a favourable position
for Serbia. In many aspects this strategy coincides with the increasingly
relevant concept of hedging that is employed to explain strategies of
countries that do not conform to the classic balancing-bandwagoning
alignment dichotomy (Walt, 1985). Instead, such actors seek to hedge their
bets by cultivating ties with opposing sides in pursuit of risk management
for their own position.1° Serbia’s efforts can in many ways be seen as

10 The concept has primarily been applied to explain the strategic alignment choices of
Southeast Asian countries, but it has increasingly been used to analyse other regions
as well. For analyses of hedging in Southeast Asia, see: Kuik, 2016; Nedi¢, 2022.
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examples of this approach (Miti¢, 2024, pp. 246-256). This scenario
envisions continued efforts to maintain that hedging course. It entails
sustained strategic balancing between the Western pillars (EU and US) and
the Eastern ones (Russia and China). Furthermore, Serbia would maintain
military neutrality, and, as the tensions rise, stress this aspect even further,
opting to lower visible aspects of cooperation with major alliances, such
as joint military exercise with NATO. As at present, Serbia would continue
to keep a low profile on key and highly contentious international issues
that do not concern it directly. Its diplomatic ambiguity on war in Ukraine,
conflicts in the Middle East, tensions in the Indo-Pacific would remain an
important feature, as any clear stance could trigger repercussions in
relations with major actors.

The scenario keeps a continued aspiration for EU membership, albeit
one where other priorities and considerations take precedence over the
reforms and steps necessary for meaningful and accelerated progress on
the European path. In relation to the US, there is continued selective
cooperation in areas of mutual interest, such as energy, in exchange for
lack of prioritisation and muted criticism from Washington on issues
where positions diverge. Regional stability would remain fragile,
depending on the continued success of Belgrade’s balancing act. The
position on Kosovo and Metohija would remain unchanged, with a
strategy of prolonging negotiations without tangible outcomes, effectively
resulting in the gradual deterioration of the situation for the Serbian
population in the province. In the economic domain, the scenario includes
the further efforts to attract investments from a variety of sources,
including the EU, China, mainly via the Belt and Road Initiative, UAE, while
avoiding full dependence on any single partner. The primary drivers of this
scenario stem from its familiarity and prior success, the need to navigate
domestic political divisions and pro-Russian public sentiment, as well as
elite interest in sustaining multiple partnerships for external support and
political-economic leverage. However, this potential limbo of ambiguity
keeps Serbia in the precarious position of constant uncertainty and
without reliable and steadfast allies. While not inherently negative,
implementation of this scenario increases the potential to miss windows
of opportunity regarding progress in EU accession and potential long-term
setbacks on key national interests should the regional, European, or global
context shift rapidly.
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The second scenario envisions complete alignment with the West. It
is grounded in the logic of clear alignment based on geographical location,
economic ties, and value-based reasoning. The volume of trade with the
EU, Serbia’s cultural and historical elements that bind it to Europe, the
security implications of being surrounded by NATO members, and the
anticipated effects of EU membership all serve as motivations for this
possible strategic shift. The core premise is a clear commitment to EU
accession, including comprehensive institutional reforms in line with EU
standards on the rule of law, media freedom, and democracy, as well as
alignment with EU foreign and security policy, especially through the
introduction of sanctions on Russia. This kind of alignment would also
necessitate a reduction in strategic cooperation with China, particularly in
the area of large-scale joint critical infrastructure projects, energy and
technology. This is an element that would probably be emphasised by both
the current and future US presidential administrations. The partnership
with the US would largely resemble that outlined in Scenario 1, as
American focus, goals, and aspirations for engagement in the region
remain limited. One critical area in which this relationship would be
essential is securing alternative energy sources, as sanctions and
distancing from Moscow would inevitably result in severe consequences
for the availability and pricing of oil and gas imports from Russia. It would
also lead to the loss of major support in the international diplomatic fora,
both from Moscow and likely Beijing. Thus, the breakthrough in EU-
facilitated negotiations with Pristina would represent a major and
necessary step. The overall regional stability would improve as tensions
with neighbours subside.

The security partnership with NATO would become more pronounced,
featuring increased procurement of weapons and equipment from NATO
countries, expanded joint military exercises, and a full transition to the
new official cooperation framework: the Individually Tailored Partnership
Programme (Popovi¢, 2024). However, the idea of NATO membership
would remain unlikely due to overwhelmingly negative public opinion. The
driving forces behind this scenario include a combination of carrots and
sticks, ranging from the economic incentives from the EU and a potential
acceleration of the accession path on one side, to Western pressure and
conditionality tied to financial aid and foreign investment on the other.
Beyond the significant impact of distancing from China and Russia, this
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scenario would also provoke explicit domestic polarisation, as pro-Russian
actors and Eurosceptic segments of the population would respond
negatively. Overall, Scenario 2 promises long-term benefits from clear
alignment, bringing economic and security gains, but these are offset by
significant short-term drawbacks such as public dissatisfaction, major
economic blows, energy insecurity, and the need to significantly adjust
positions on critical regional and national interests. Furthermore, with the
fact that EU accession, as the proverbial light at the end of the tunnel, also
depends on the Union’s willingness to expand, Serbia could end up making
major concessions without any guaranteed reward.

The third scenario is nearly a mirror image of the second. It envisions
a Eurasian turn marked by clearer strategic alignment with Russia and
China. The logic that drives this scenario stems from the same basis as the
one of Scenario 2, namely the need to make a clear commitment to
specific partners to advance national interests, while accepting the
resulting deterioration in relations with opposing actors. However, in this
scenario, strategic calculation points towards alignment with Moscow and
Beijing as the more advantageous path. Chinese investments, expanding
trade, and political and diplomatic backing give strength to the argument
that China represents a reliable partner with significantly fewer conditions
and requirements than Western countries As for Russia, traditional ties,
widespread domestic support, energy dependence, and backing of
Serbian interests in international organisations candidate it as a key
strategic ally. This scenario would entail stronger support from Belgrade
for the multi-polarity narrative, increased vocal opposition to Western
dominance, and a media and institutional shift toward Eurasian narratives
and cooperation frameworks such as BRICS.

Relations with the EU would deteriorate and access to European funds
and investments would become restricted, as the importance of European
integration takes a major downturn. Although a formal break with the EU
or an official abandonment of Serbia’s EU path seems unlikely, a practical
hold on any advancement in the accession process would become evident.
Economic setbacks would also be apparent, as ties with Russia and China
cannot meaningfully compensate for the loss of trade with the EU market.
Relations with Washington would also decline, with the US likely to
reemphasise unresolved issues such as the Biti¢i case or the Banjska
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incident, increase support for Pristina, and, most critically, reactivate
measures to curb Serbia’s energy cooperation with Russia. Regional
relations would also suffer greatly, and most regional initiatives, such as
Open Balkans and the already stagnating Berlin Process, would likely
collapse entirely. As the country finds itself in an increasingly hostile
environment, the security concerns would need to come to the forefront.
The driving force for this scenario would come from external events such
as the withdrawal of Western support for the current Serbian regime or
increased pressure concerning the Kosovo and Metohija issue. However,
geographic distance and logistical realities significantly limit the potential
benefits of a Moscow and Beijing oriented foreign policy. Its unreliability
is reinforced by the inability or reluctance of China and Russia to provide
meaningful support to their key partners, a fact demonstrated by their
recent lack of decisive action in response to US bombing attacks on Iran
(Roll, 2025). The resulting practical isolation from Euro-Atlantic partners,
heightened risks of regional instability, notably concerning Kosovo and
Metohija, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Montenegro, as well as long-term
dependence on China and Russia that could undermine Serbia’s strategic
autonomy make this scenario viable only under specific circumstances.

CONCLUSION

Amid the strategic shift introduced in the US foreign policy by Donald
Trump and the EU newly refocused on security issues, the possibility for
any of the three scenarios to actualise are different and dependent on
numerous factors and lead to several conclusions.

First, it must be noted that, as is common with this type of conceptual
exercise, all three scenarios represent ideal types, constructed through a
high degree of abstraction and simplification. This implies that, in practice,
full alignment of Serbia’s future foreign policy with any single scenario is
unlikely. Instead, tendencies toward one of the three scenarios, showing
varying degrees of correspondence with their specific elements, can serve
as indicators of trends and long-term strategic direction. Second, with this
in mind, the EU and US on one side, and Russia and China on the other,
are grouped together in the scenarios. Although each of these actors has
its own approach, positions, interests and goals, for the model developed
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here, they can be grouped in this way as the main reasons for and
consequences of alignment with one of the partnered actors typically
apply to the other as well, respectively. Third, not all scenarios demand
the same degree of foreign policy adjustment for their elements to
manifest in practice. The first scenario, as a continuation and further
evolution of Serbia’s current foreign policy model, requires the fewest
changes in direction. By contrast, the second and third scenarios represent
decisive turns toward opposing blocs and would require a far more
comprehensive set of changes.

Finally, going back to the concepts of permissive and restrictive
strategic environments, it becomes clear that these conditions create
fundamentally different contexts for the viability of each scenario. The
permissive environment opens the space up for consideration of the full
spectrum of available options. With greater room for manoeuvre, the
appeal and feasibility of hedging and cooperation with multiple partners
increase. Although the other scenarios remain theoretically possible, the
absence of strong external pressure means that a definitive alignment
choice is not necessary. Therefore, the first scenario remains the most
realistic, as its drawbacks are more likely to be mitigated successfully.
Conversely, a restrictive strategic environment fosters a different mode of
thinking. As the imminence and magnitude of threats grow, pressure to
opt for one of the sides intensifies. In this situation, the probability for the
first scenario to work diminishes, while the necessity of choosing between
the second and third scenarios increases.
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INTRODUCTION™

Numerous analyses, academic studies, policy papers, and media
reports that examine China’s presence, engagement, and influence in the
Central and Eastern European countries (CEEC) and the Balkans, across
the fields of economy, politics, security, culture and soft power, often
conclude that Serbia stands out in many respects as the country with a
significantly higher level of cooperation with China compared to others
(Zweers et al., 2020; Jurekovi¢, 2021; Stanicek, 2022; Turcsanyi, Liskutin,
& Mochtak, 2023). When discussing relations between China and the
countries of these regions, the phrase ‘first in the region’ is almost always
applicable to Serbia in nearly every area of partnership between countries,
and in some cases, Serbia has been the only one to establish such a type
of cooperation.

Serbia was the first country in the Balkans to sign a Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership agreement with China. It was the first country in
Europe where a Chinese company participated in infrastructure projects,
including the construction of a bridge over the Danube and the high-speed
railway between Belgrade and Novi Sad. Serbia was also the first European
country to purchase weapons from China, including drones and air
defence missile systems. The Chinese Cultural Centre in Belgrade is the
first and largest of its kind in the Balkans. Serbia was the first European
country where a Chinese company began large-scale production of car
tires. It was the first country in Central and Eastern Europe to sign a Free
Trade Agreement with China. Serbia was also the first country in Europe
to sign an agreement with China on building a community with a shared
future in the new era.

Additionally, studies show that Serbia stands out within Central and
Eastern Europe as the country where China’s soft power is significantly
more visible. Public opinion research indicates that Serbian citizens
generally hold very positive views of China, with consistently favourable

** The paper presents findings of a study developed as a part of the research project
‘Serbia and challenges in international relations in 2025, financed by the Ministry
of Science, Technological Development and Innovation of the Republic of Serbia,
and conducted by Institute of International Politics and Economics, Belgrade, during
the year 2025.
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perceptions over the years. In Serbia, China is viewed more positively than
some Western countries and is regarded as an important factor in shaping
Serbia’s international standing (Trailovic, 2021a; Trailovic, 2024).

Given this context, one might ask: what makes Serbia unique? Why
does it occupy an exceptional position in relations with China compared
to other countries in Central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans? Why
are the relations between Serbia and China qualitatively and
guantitatively at a higher level than those between China and other
countries in the region?

In this paper, we argue that this is because, in addition to the pursuit
of strategic, pragmatic and material interests, the partnership between
Serbia and China is also shaped by constitutive elements that include
common historical experiences, shared political values and principles and
normative alignment. These non-material factors play an important role
in shaping their relations and fostering a deeper understanding between
the two states.

The Sino-Serbian partnership has evolved significantly since the
establishment of diplomatic relations in 1955, with a strategic partnership
declared in 2009 and upgraded to a comprehensive strategic partnership in
2016. Officially described as an ‘ironclad friendship,’ it was recently elevated
to a ‘community of shared future’. At its core, the relationship is built on
practical cooperation in areas such as trade, investment, infrastructure
development, culture and military technology. However, these instrumental
aspects are consistently framed within a narrative of friendship, solidarity,
shared political values, principles and norms (Mardell, 2024). As noted by
Vladisavljev (2024), ‘The statements coming from both presidents [Serbian
and Chinese] have been in line with the notion that the partnership has
surpassed the business level of cooperation. Leaders have highlighted the
alignment on the issues of territorial integrity, supporting each other on this
crucial issue for both sides’.

On the one hand, China, in its pursuit of greater global influence, views
Serbia as a crucial partner, particularly within the framework of its Belt
and Road Initiative. Instrumentally, Serbia is positioned as a critical transit
and investment hub in Southeast Europe. From Serbia’s perspective, the
partnership with China is important for its economic development and
strategic interests. Facing a need for substantial foreign investment, Serbia
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has found in China a willing and significant partner. On the other hand,
China’s foreign policy, rooted in the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence,
prioritizes mutual respect for sovereignty, territorial integrity, and non-
interference — a stance shaped by its historical experiences. Serbia’s
foreign policy also emphasizes principles of sovereignty and non-
interference, informed by past external interventions like the 1999 NATO
bombing, and resists exclusive alignment with any specific bloc based on
its declared military neutrality.

Based on all of this, the paper is structured as follows. It begins with a
description of the theoretical framework. After that, a separate section is
dedicated to the instrumental dimension of the partnership, presented
through the main drivers that shape the cooperation between China and
Serbia. The paper then focuses on the principled dimension of the
cooperation between the two countries, which is examined through
several factors such as their shared historical experience, the continuity
of cooperation over time, the use of similar normative language, the
application of principles even in the absence of immediate interests,
normative convergence, the clear articulation of principles in bilateral
documents, and their consistent application in other cases.

THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS

In order to explain the two-dimensional character of the bilateral
partnership between China and Serbia—both instrumental and
principled—we rely, in a theoretical sense, on the fundamental premises
and explanations provided by two schools of thought in the field of
international relations, namely realism and constructivism. These
explanations will help us understand what the main drivers of this bilateral
relationship are on both sides. Furthermore, we do not claim that the
combined explanatory potential of realism and constructivism is sufficient
to encompass all the drivers and outcomes of this partnership. Therefore,
while we do not dismiss or exclude the possibility that other IR
approaches, such as liberalism and its variants, could also possess
significant explanatory power in this case, our analysis predominantly
relies on the two highlighted approaches.
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Put most simply, realism, rooted in the idea of states as rational actors
in an anarchic international system, focuses on power, security, survival
and material interests. Constructivism, conversely, emphasizes how ideas,
norms, and identities shape international relations by asserting that the
facts of international politics are not reflective of an objective, material
reality but rather of an intersubjective (socially constructed) reality.
Constructivists emphasize the role of social interaction between states,
which can consequently lead to the development of shared
understandings, trust, norms, and identities, thus potentially fostering
increased cooperation and the development of partnerships among states
(Barkin, 2003; Cristol, 2019).

Realism thus provides us with a significant theoretical framework for
understanding the instrumental dimension of Sino-Serbian partnership.
The considerable power asymmetry between China and Serbia shapes the
nature of their interactions, with both states pursuing their strategic
national interests in the current international environment. The
partnership has an explicit quid pro quo element.

At the same time, the premises of social constructivism help illuminate
another dimension of the China—Serbia partnership by relying on the role
of ideational factors and shared normative commitments. Both countries
emphasize principles such as sovereignty, territorial integrity, and non-
interference in the internal affairs of other states as the cornerstone of
international relations. The constructivist perspective serves to show that,
for instance, common historical experiences, such as the bombing of
Serbia and the Chinese embassy during the NATO intervention in 1999, or
China’s own historical experience with foreign interference, along with the
legacy of the Non-Aligned Movement and others, have led to an
intersubjective perception of these principles and norms as shared and as
the backbone of their national identities.

Moreover, it is important to note that although our structured
approach explains the motivation behind the bilateral relations between
the two countries strictly through two dimensions (instrumental and
principled) we do not contend that these dimensions cannot overlap in
practice or that a clear boundary exists between them. In practical terms,
this is typically the case.
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In this context, the patron—client framework, as applied by Kowalski
and Reks¢ (2023), offers a useful conceptual lens for grasping the nature
of Sino—Serbian ties. This model highlights how asymmetry and reciprocity
operate in practice: the patron, China, extends material support and
strategic benefits, while the client, Serbia, reciprocates through political
loyalty and normative alignment. Importantly, Kowalski and Reks$¢ (2023,
p. 187, 189) draw on Carney’s insight that what distinguishes patron—client
relationships from purely instrumental forms of cooperation is affectivity,
the perceptual dimension that foster a sense of mutual loyalty and
solidarity. According to their analysis, this is evident in Sino-Serbian
asymmetrical and reciprocal exchanges, which unfold against the backdrop
of moral obligations between countries bound by an ‘ironclad friendship’
and a shared sense of being oppressed by the West, as symbolized by the
1999 NATO bombings in Belgrade (Kowalski & Reks$¢, 2023, p. 186).

INSTRUMENTAL (PRAGMATIC) DRIVERS OF THE SINO-SERBIAN
PARTNERSHIP: TRANSACTIONAL DIMENSION

The China-Serbia partnership and cooperation are fundamentally
based primarily on the strategic (pragmatic/material) interests of both
countries, with a notable feature of asymmetry in many respects. This
partnership is characterised by a clear transactional orientation, grounded
in reciprocity and mutual interests. To fully understand the transactional
nature of the China-Serbia partnership, it is important to place it within
the broader context of China’s global and regional initiatives, as well as
Serbia’s own foreign policy priorities. On the one hand, China’s
engagement in the Balkans reflects its growing geopolitical ambitions and
efforts to project influence beyond its immediate neighbourhood. On the
other hand, for Serbia, cooperation with China holds both economic and
strategic significance in terms of safeguarding its vital national interests.

Over the past decade, the People’s Republic of China has been
promoting new forms of regional and global political, economic, cultural,
and security cooperation and connectivity among states. The Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO), the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AlIB), and the International
Organization for Mediation (IOMed) are some of the most prominent
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examples of this (Steki¢, 2024, pp. 214-215). In addition, China has
launched a number of new global initiatives, including the Global
Development Initiative, the Global Security Initiative, and the Global
Civilization Initiative.

All of these are clear manifestations of China’s aspiration to play a more
active and prominent role in global affairs. This reflects not only its
commitment to strengthening its influence in international relations but
also its response to current global challenges. In this context, we are also
witnessing China’s growing engagement in the region of Central and
Eastern Europe (CEE), including the Balkans and the Republic of Serbia itself.

China’s growing interest in the Central and Eastern European region
led to the first business forum in Budapest in 2011 and the inaugural
Summit in Warsaw in 2012. Since then, summits have been held regularly,
with the most recent one in China in 2021. The countries involved adopted
broad annual guidelines covering a wide range of areas. What began as
the ‘16+1’ format later expanded with Greece’s inclusion (‘17+1’), and
then shifted to ‘14+1’ as some countries withdrew. At that point,
cooperation within the format encountered difficulties due to shifting
geopolitical conditions, war in Ukraine, domestic political frictions and
diverging interests among member states, as well as external pressure
from major geopolitical actors like the US and EU (Weiwei, 2024). When
it comes to Serbia, it remained a proactive member, hosting and
implementing major Chinese-funded infrastructure projects, signing a
China—Serbia Free Trade Agreement, and standing out as China’s leading
partner in the CEEC region.

In its pursuit of greater global influence, China regards Serbia as a
significant partner in this part of Europe, particularly within the framework
of its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Beyond the framework of cooperation
between China and the CEE countries, the BRI serves as a primary
mechanism for expanding China’s presence in the Western Balkans.
Serbia’s geographical position makes it a significant gateway into Europe,
offering China access to crucial land routes for its infrastructure and
connectivity projects. Through this approach, China seeks to secure its
development interests, namely facilitating trade and investment, ensuring
markets for its products, and diversifying sources of raw material supply.
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This further facilitates the realization of its broader goal of enhanced
connectivity with the European Union. One of the important corridors
running through the Balkans is the China—Europe Land-Sea Express Line,
which combines maritime and land routes, where goods are shipped by
sea from China and then transported by rail through Central and Eastern
Europe. The route has undergone significant expansion, with additional
channels added over the years, the main one running via the port of Piraeus
in Greece, operated by COSCO. A key segment of the China—Europe Land-
Sea Express Line is the Budapest—Belgrade railway, formalized by a 2014
memorandum between China, Hungary, and Serbia (Zweers et al., 2020,
pp. 8-11; Stanicek, 2022, p. 4; Li, 2022; Miti¢, 2022, p. 26).

Over time, this Chinese engagement, which was initially focused
exclusively on transport infrastructure (through Piraeus and Belgrade
toward Western Europe), expanded to include industry, energy,
communications, IT, culture, and in the case of Serbia, also extended to
cooperation in the fields of military and security. Moreover, the Sino-
Serbian partnership illustrates Beijing’s approach of cultivating loyal allies
even in regions traditionally seen as Western spheres of influence.

From Serbia’s perspective, the partnership with China is significant for
its economic development. Facing the need for substantial foreign
investment, particularly in infrastructure, Serbia has found a key partner
in China. Chinese investments are often portrayed in Serbia as
transformative for the nation’s economic prospects. Serbia has established
a strong and expanding partnership with China, marked by deep
cooperation in trade, investment, and infrastructure. Anchored in bilateral
agreements and enhanced through platforms like the Belt and Road
Initiative and China—CEEC cooperation, Serbia has become China’s key
economic partner in the Western Balkans (Mitrovi¢, 2023).

Chinese investments in Serbia encompass greenfield projects,
brownfield projects, and acquisitions of Serbian companies or assets.
Many of these projects are financed through loans from Chinese banks,
often under preferential terms but with conditions that sometimes include
the involvement of Chinese contractors and labour. Notable examples
include: Zijin Mining’s acquisition of RTB Bor, a major copper mining and
smelting complex, HBIS Group’s takeover of the Smederevo steel plant,
formerly owned by US Steel. Chinese companies and banks are heavily
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involved in infrastructure projects—bridges, railways, highways, and
energy systems—and have made major investments in metallurgy, mining,
and the automotive sector (Ivanovi¢ & Zaki¢, 2023; Zaki¢, 2024, pp. 443-
446; Vladisavljev, Dizdarevié, & Dordevié, 2025, pp. 5-7). In 2023 China
was reportedly the single largest foreign investor in Serbia (RTV, 2025).
According to the Global Investment Tracker, China’s total investment in
Serbia amounts to $5.76 billion. When including Chinese-funded
construction projects, the combined total reaches approximately $20.05
billion (American Enterprise Institute, n.d.).

Bilateral trade has grown rapidly, with total trade reaching $6 billion
in 2023 (International Trade Centre, 2025; Vladisavljev, 2025). Serbia’s
primary export to China is copper ore, predominantly extracted by Chinese
companies operating within Serbia. In 2022, Serbia exported
approximately $1.3 billion worth of goods to China, with copper ore
accounting for $913 million of this total. Chinese companies, notably Zijin
Mining and Zijin Copper, have significant mining operations in Serbia and
are among the country’s largest exporters. In 2023, Zijin Mining exported
goods worth approximately €1.15 billion, while Zijin Copper’s exports
amounted to €746.3 million (ANSA, 2024).

In line with its strategic commitment to military neutrality, Serbia has
maintained a diversified approach to defence cooperation by balancing
relations with both Western countries and traditional partners such as
Russia, but the practical implications of international sanctions on Russia
have gradually compelled Serbia to shift its military procurement strategy,
with China emerging as a key partner. This growing partnership with China,
which is also driven by the modernization needs of the Serbian armed forces
and China’s advancements in military technology, has led to intensified
military-technical cooperation, including arms procurement, technology
transfer, joint exercises, and training. Since 2020, Serbia has acquired Chinese
drones (CH-92A and CH-95), received missile systems (FK-3 and HQ-17AE),
and developed its domestic drone ‘Pegasus’ with Chinese support. This
marks a significant step, with Serbia becoming the first country in Europe
to deploy the HQ-22 air defence system. The newly signed China—Serbia
Free Trade Agreement includes phased tariff reductions on military goods,
further facilitating cooperation (Trailovic, 2020).
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In parallel, Serbia and China have developed a growing partnership in
public security since 2017, notably in surveillance technology, joint police
patrols, and counterterrorism exercises. These initiatives have included
agreements with Huawei, the introduction of facial recognition systems,
and bilateral police patrols in Serbian and Chinese cities, culminating in
joint exercises and participation in security forums in 2024.

This expanding cooperation serves Serbia’s goals of defence
modernization and security enhancement while offering China not only a
foothold in the European security domain, but also an opportunity to
globally demonstrate the level of advancement of its military industry.

Beyond these economic and security aspects, good relations with
China enable Serbia to balance its aspirations for European Union
membership with its traditional ties to Russia and its growing relations
with China, thus safeguarding its national interests. The clearest
articulation of this approach came in 2009 under the leadership of then-
President Boris Tadi¢, who introduced the Four Pillars of Serbian Foreign
Policy—a framework identifying the European Union (EU), the United
States, the Russian Federation, and the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
as Serbia’s four essential external partners.

Intensive political relations between China and Serbia have notably
deepened since 2009, when President Boris Tadi¢’s visit to China resulted
in the elevation of bilateral ties to a strategic partnership (Ladjevac, 2024b,
p. 2). This marked a new phase of cooperation encompassing not only
economic exchange, but also cooperation in cultural, educational,
technological, and security sectors. Subsequent years saw frequent high-
level meetings and declarations, such as the 2013 joint statement by
Presidents Xi Jinping and Tomislav Nikoli¢ and the 2016 upgrade to a
comprehensive strategic partnership during Xi’s visit to Serbia. These steps
paved the way for expansive cooperation in trade, infrastructure,
agriculture, and innovation, supported by numerous bilateral agreements
and initiatives, including the opening of cultural centres. The partnership
gained further traction during the COVID-19 pandemic, with China’s
medical aid viewed favourably by Serbian officials, contrasting with
perceived EU delays.

This momentum continued with dense diplomatic engagement from
2020 to 2024, including regular meetings between top leaders and foreign
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ministers. President Vuci¢’s attendance at the Third Belt and Road Forum
in 2023 and President Xi’s landmark visit to Serbia in 2024 culminated in
a new level of partnership—framed as a ‘community of a shared future,
making Serbia the first European country to adopt such a formulation with
China. Both sides reinforced their commitment to deepening strategic
cooperation through the BRI, implementing a Free Trade Agreement, and
aligning on multilateral issues. The relationship is underpinned by Serbia’s
support for the one-China principle and mutual backing on key sovereignty
and human rights issues, such as Kosovo* and Xinjiang.

China’s strong support for Serbia on issues of national sovereignty and
territorial integrity, particularly regarding the Kosovo*, constitutes a major
strategic advantage for Serbia. ‘This position of Beijing will complicate the
West’s efforts to consolidate Kosovo's ‘independence, increase pressure
from the EU and the US on Serbia, but also strengthen Belgrade’s
resilience,” as Miti¢ (2022, p. 17) put it. Given its geopolitical position and
strained EU accession prospects, Serbia view China as a pragmatic partner
out of necessity.

From China’s perspective, the partnership with Serbia allows it to project
the image of a responsible global actor that respects the independence and
territorial integrity of its partners, particularly in a region where its
engagement is closely monitored by the European Union and the United
States. China’s position is further influenced by its own concerns regarding
separatist movements in Tibet, Xinjiang, and Taiwan, demonstrating a
shared interest in upholding the Serbian territorial integrity.

This demonstrates that both states strategically invoke sovereignty to
protect their national interests, particularly for Serbia regarding Kosovo*
and for China concerning Taiwan (Vladisavljev, Dizdarevi¢, & Dordevic,
2025, p. 13). But sovereignty serves a dual role: as a political instrument
and as a foundational principle reinforcing their bilateral ties, a point we
will elaborate further in the subsequent sections of this paper.
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PRINCIPLED DIMENSION OF THE SINO-SERBIAN PARTNERSHIP

Shared History as the Foundation of Affective bound and Normative
Convergence between China and Serbia

Relations between China and Serbia are often described by both
countries as a ‘ironclad friendship.” This enduring bond, which has lasted
for more than seven decades, has evolved over time to reflect an
increasingly deep alignment that goes beyond economic or political
pragmatism and geopolitical maneuvering, resting instead on a
relationship grounded in shared principles. Diplomatic relations were
formally established in 1955 between the People’s Republic of China and
socialist Yugoslavia, whose legal successor is Serbia (Dimitrijevi¢, 2020).
Since then, the relationship has followed an upward trajectory, marked by
mutual respect and cooperation, with no major disputes between the two
countries (Ladjevac, 2024b, p. 1).! The formalization of this friendship
continued with the establishment of a strategic partnership in 2009, which
was then elevated to a comprehensive strategic partnership in 2016. The
most recent step occurred in May 2024, when China and Serbia
established a ‘community of shared future in the new era,” marking the
highest level of bilateral cooperation to date (Vladisavljev, 2024). This
progression in the degree of mutual cooperation indicates a gradual
political and value-based alignment, moving toward a shared normative
framework embodied in the concept of a ‘community of shared future.
This concept is a core element of China’s foreign policy discourse,
particularly under Xi Jinping. It is used to promote the idea of true
multilateralism, mutual benefit, and global cooperation, with an emphasis
on respect for sovereignty and non-interference (Tijani¢, 2024, p. 53).

! Relations between the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and China underwent
several fluctuations shaped by broader geopolitical and ideological dynamics,
particularly during the Cold War. Although Yugoslavia quickly recognized the People’s
Republic of China, formal diplomatic ties were only established in 1955. Over the
years, bilateral relations experienced both positive and negative phases, largely
influenced by intra-socialist bloc tensions, especially involving the USSR. A notable
improvement occurred after 1978, with Deng Xiaoping’s rise and the launch of
China’s reform and opening-up policy.
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One of the most significant factors underpinning the principled
dimension of the China—Serbia partnership is their shared historical
experience. The historical context of foreign intervention, experienced by
both countries, has provided a foundation that reinforces the material
dimension of their cooperation with non-material values.

Chinese history has been marked by periods of foreign influence and
territorial concessions (such as the Opium Wars and the ‘unequal treaties’),
which severely undermined its sovereignty at the time. The ‘century of
humiliation’ continues to inform China’s foreign policy and its resolve to
defend its sovereignty and territorial integrity. Serbia, too, has undergone
periods of foreign intervention and external domination. The breakup of
Yugoslavia in the 1990s, culminating in the NATO intervention, deeply
affected Serbia’s perception of sovereignty and foreign interference.

In the context of their shared experiences with perceived violations of
sovereignty and territorial integrity, both China and Serbia have faced
persistent challenges linked to separatism, which they interpret as deeply
intertwined with foreign interference. China has faced separatist challenges
in regions such as Tibet, Xinjiang, and Taiwan (which it regards as a
breakaway province). Similarly, Serbia has faced a longstanding separatist
issue in the autonomous province of Kosovo and Metohija, whose unilateral
declaration of independence in 2008 has been recognized by many Western
countries but is rejected by Serbia. Both countries have experienced
attempts by external actors to internationalize these issues China and Serbia
regard as internal affairs—framing domestic political or human rights
concerns as matters of international significance (Xinhua, 2019). Ultimately,
both China and Serbia have faced various forms of foreign interference in
relation to the aforementioned issues. The repeated calls from Western
governments and international bodies for investigations into human rights
in Xinjiang, or for greater political freedoms in Hong Kong, are consistently
met with strong condemnation from Beijing (Trailovic, 2021b; Miti¢, 2022,
p. 24). China argues these are internal matters falling solely within its
sovereign jurisdiction. The constant pressure on Serbia to recognize Kosovo’s
independence, often linked to its aspirations for European Union
membership, is perceived as external coercion.

The NATO bombing of Yugoslavia in 1999 represents a key shared
trauma for both Serbia and China. For Serbia, this military intervention,
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conducted without explicit authorization from the United Nations Security
Council, was perceived as a severe violation of its sovereignty, fostering
long-lasting distrust toward NATO and Western security and political
structures (Pukanovi¢ & Ladevac, 2009, pp. 350-353). For China, the
bombing of its embassy in Belgrade on May 7, 1999, which killed three
Chinese journalists and injured at least twenty staff members, was
understood as a blatant breach of Chinese sovereignty and of fundamental
norms of international relations. The incident sparked a wave of protests
in China and in other parts of the world with significant Chinese diaspora
communities, including in front of United States diplomatic missions.
Although the incident was officially described as a mistake and an apology
was issued, it has never been accepted as such in China, where the attack
has been viewed as deliberate. Even more significant was the long-term
effect of the embassy bombing, which marked a turning point in China’s
growing distrust of NATO and especially of the United States, reinforcing
opposition to Western interventionism and triggering broad military
reform efforts (Xuewen, 1999; Miti¢, 2022, p. 22; Mitic, 2024; Mardell,
2024, Cvetkovic & Heil, 2024; Chang, 2025).

The bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade further reinforced
the sense of shared injustice and mutual understanding regarding the
consequences of foreign intervention (Mardell, 2024; Chang, 2025). On
the 25th anniversary of this tragedy in 2024, Chinese President Xi Jinping
referred to the event as a friendship soaked in blood, calling it a shared
memory (Belt and Road Portal, 2024; Mitic, 2024). The constant references
to the 1999 embassy bombing by Chinese and Serbian officials go beyond
mere historical remembrance. This shared historical experience
contributes to shaping the China—Serbia partnership through a common
sense of injustice and resistance to unilateralism (Mardell, 2024; Chang,
2025). It has created a moral bond between the two countries, providing
a solid foundation for relations that are resilient to transactional shifts.
Emotional and affective ties have encouraged mutual identification,
fostering trust and solidarity. In this way, a shared narrative of victimhood
has been established and is continually reproduced in nearly every context
(Kowalski & Reks¢, 2023, p. 196; Mardell, 2024).

On the other hand, the shared historical experience of China and
Serbia has also led to a common understanding of the principle of
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sovereignty as absolute, in contrast to how they believe some other states
interpret it. Both countries advocate the primacy of sovereign equality as
both a political principle and a legal norm in international relations and
international law. In response to what they perceive as violations of the
principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity, Serbia through the NATO
aggression and China through the embassy bombing, both states uphold
the concept of indivisible and unconditional sovereignty (Mitic, 2024).
China strongly opposes concepts such as ‘humanitarian intervention’ and
the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ (R2P), aligning with Serbia’s experiences
from 1999. Having witnessed the selective application of international
norms, both countries call for the rejection of hegemonism and bloc
confrontation, insisting that any measures affecting sovereignty must be
approved by the United Nations, especially the Security Council. The
United Nations is regarded as the only legitimate mechanism for dispute
resolution and the preservation of sovereign equality (Dimitrijevi¢, 2024).

Patterns of Principled Conduct and normative aligment

Consistent patterns can be observed in the partnership between China
and Serbia, which indicate the existence of a principled dimension of
cooperation, consistent normative alignment between the two countries,
and show that there is a long-term pattern of cooperation based on shared
values, especially with regard to the issues of sovereignty and non-
interference (Ladevac, 2024a, pp. 460-461)

Firstly, as already mentioned, their normative convergence is shaped
by shared historical experiences. Both Serbia and China have faced what
they perceive as illegitimate external pressures or interventions,
particularly by Western powers. These experiences have fostered a shared
sensitivity to issues of sovereignty and a mutual distrust toward the West,
as well as a perception of double standards in international relations.

Secondly, their cooperation has remained consistent despite internal
changes within both countries as well as shifts in the broader geopolitical
environment. In other words, despite significant transformations on the
international scene over several decades, which, alongside positive
developments, could have had considerable negative effects on their
partnership, Serbia and China have maintained a stable and constructive
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relationship that has only deepened over time. From the end of the Cold
War and the collapse of the bipolar system, through Serbia’s democratic
changes after 2000 and its transition to a market economy, to the growing
pressure to align with Western norms, particularly in the context of
European integration, relations with China have remained strong and
gradually strengthened. Additional challenges have included the NATO
intervention in 1999, the expansion of the EU and NATO into the former
Eastern Bloc, the global financial crisis of 2008, the increasingly
pronounced global rivalry between China and the United States, and the
most recent geopolitical upheavals caused by the war in Ukraine. Over the
past four decades, both Serbia and China have also undergone significant
leadership changes and shifts in the structure of dominant political parties
(in Serbia), yet this has not weakened the durability of their partnership.
In the 1990s, amid severe isolation and Western-imposed economic
sanctions, the political leadership of Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and
Serbia actively sought to strengthen ties with China. During this time, the
two countries established a range of political and economic contacts,
including visits by high-level Serbian officials to China. After the 2000
following the fall of MiloSevic¢’s government, various political figures came
to power in Serbia, but cooperation with China continued to grow,
exemplified by the opening of the Confucius Institute in Belgrade in 2006.
From 2004 to 2012, under President Boris Tadi¢, more intensive
cooperation with China began, which was further strengthened from 2012
onward under Tomislav Nikoli¢ and later Aleksandar Vuci¢ (Ladevac, 2020,
pp. 274-278). During this entire period, China also experienced leadership
changes, from Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao to Xi Jinping, under whom the
Belt and Road Initiative was launched. Within this framework, Serbia has
become a key European hub for China’s engagement in the region.

Thirdly, the principles guiding their partnership are explicitly stated in
almost all significant bilateral documents. China and Serbia consistently
embed their shared normative positions, such as the primacy of
sovereignty, non-interference, and sovereign equality, into formal state
documents.Through three key joint declarations — from 2009, 2016, and
2024 — China and Serbia have clearly expressed that their partnership is
based on shared values and a common worldview. As early as the first
Joint Statement on Strategic Partnership from 2009, the two countries
affirmed their respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, as well as
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their commitment to resolving disputes in accordance with the Charter of
the United Nations. This was further deepened in 2016, when the
relationship was elevated to a comprehensive strategic partnership
explicitly based on the principle of non-interference in internal affairs. The
two countries have repeatedly emphasized mutual respect, equality, and
support for each other’s chosen development paths. The joint declaration
from May 2024 further strengthened this alignment by confirming that
each side would firmly support the core interests and vital concerns of the
other, based on sovereign equality, with a clear rejection of hegemonism
and bloc politics, and with a strong commitment to resolving disputes
exclusively through multilateral mechanisms under the auspices of the
United Nations. Thus, the two countries explicitly underline sovereignty
and non-intervention as the fundamental principles on which their
partnership rests, formalizing these norms within their interstate relations
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2009; Xinhua,
2016; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Serbia, 2024).

Fourthly, they support each other on the international stage even
when there is no immediate strategic or visible material benefit, which is
accompanied by normative convergence as well as a process of norm
diffusion. It is also evident that both countries adopt and project similar
normative language in foreign policy discourse.

At a practical level, mutual commitment to sovereignty and
nonBlinterference manifests in political support and voting behaviour within
international organizations such as the United Nations. In the study
‘Diffusion of Influence? Detecting China’s Footprint in Foreign Policies of
Other Countries’ (Turcsanyi, LisSkutin, & Mochtak, 2023, pp. 470-477), the
authors identify Serbia as a notable exception within the Central and Eastern
European region when it comes to alignment with China. The findings
indicate that Serbia exhibits a distinct foreign policy trajectory characterized
by increased voting proximity to China in the UN General Assembly, reaching
a level by 2020 where it matched its proximity to Germany and significantly
exceeded that to the United States. Furthermore, Serbia has shown
increasing semantic and syntactic similarity in its UN speeches with China,
especially during the COVID-19 period, reflecting converging discursive
patterns and shared diplomatic narratives (Turcsanyi, LiSkutin, & Mochtak,
2023, pp. 470-477, 480). Vladisavljev (2023) argues that Serbia’s alignment
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with China has deepened markedly in recent years, driven by a combination
of diplomatic reciprocity and economic interdependence. He highlights that
since 2020 Belgrade has abstained from endorsing any of the ten EU
Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) declarations targeting Beijing,
covering issues from Hong Kong’s National Security Law to cyber threat
attribution and human rights abuses in Xinjiang, making Serbia the sole EU
candidate state to do so. Essentially, Vladisavljev (2023) contends, Serbia
prioritizes safeguarding its own national interests, particularly Kosovo
support, over aligning fully with EU foreign policy norms. This also indicates
a proactive and consistent alignment with China’s diplomatic positions,
prioritizing their bilateral normative bond over potential alignment with
Western-led criticisms.

In 2019, a group of 22 countries submitted a letter to the UN Human
Rights Council condemning China’s mass detention of Uyghurs in Xinjiang,
which was countered by a statement from 54 countries supporting China’s
stance. Serbia did not take part in the initial letter, but it co-signed a
subsequent letter in expressing support for China’s policies in Xinjiang,
thereby endorsing Beijing’s narrative on internal security, human rights
and minority governance (Xiao, 2019; Zweers et al.,, 2020, p. 20).
Moreover, when criticized for its inaction on Hong Kong, Serbia invoked
the norm of state sovereignty and noninterference, arguing that, as a
sovereign state, it must conduct its policies in line with its interests and
respecting international law (Stanicek, 2022, pp. 8-9).

These instances demonstrate that Serbia’s abstentions are not merely
tactical choices but reflect a principled alignment with Beijing’s core norms
on state sovereignty and interpretations of human rights. This underscores
a deeper ideational consonance that parallels and reinforces Serbia’s
transactional relationship with China. A purely instrumental approach
would likely shift in the face of significant economic or diplomatic costs.
However, Serbia has consistently declined to endorse EU CFSP or UN
bodies declarations on China, fully aware that this complicates its
accession process, and even at times when Chinese investment was
comparatively low.2 The European Commission has expressed concern
over Serbia’s lack of alignment with the EU’s Common Foreign and Security

2 For comparison, see: (Zaki¢, 2024, pp. 434-436).
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Policy, noting in its 2021 country report that Serbia’s alighnment pattern
‘remained largely unchanged’ and that several of its actions contradicted
EU foreign policy positions (Stanicek, 2022, p. 9).3

While China does not always vote explicitly ‘for’ Serbia, its positions
at the United Nations almost invariably align with Serbia’s own stances.
In 2015, Beijing opposed Kosovo’s UNESCO membership bid, and in 2017,
facing an ‘unfriendly environment’ and lacking Chinese backing, Kosovo
withdrew its Interpol application (Zweers et al., 2020, p. 18; Vladisavljev,
Dizdarevi¢, & Dordevi¢, 2025, p. 13). More recently, China voted against
the UN resolution on the Srebrenica genocide, a move widely seen in
Serbia as a clear gesture of solidarity. Even when abstaining, China has
emphasized its commitment to sovereignty and territorial integrity: it
abstained on Security Council Resolution 757 in 1992, which imposed
sanctions on the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, (Ladjevac, 2024b, p. 1)
and later accepted Resolution 1244 (1999) as the legal basis for resolving
the Pristina—Belgrade dispute. In the ICJ’s advisory proceedings on
Kosovo’s declaration of independence, China filed both a written
submission and an oral statement in which it argued that integral parts of
sovereign States do not have a right to unilateral secession and that
sovereign States have a right to prevent unilateral secessions and protect
their territorial integrity (Zhang, 2009).

Fifthly, the stated principles are applied consistently across various
international disputes, demonstrating normative coherence across
different contexts. Both countries demonstrate a consistent pattern in
defending territorial integrity, advocating the principles of sovereignty and
territorial inviolability as universal values rather than situational or

3 For example, in 2021, Serbia declined to align with two EU political declarations
addressing human rights concerns in Hong Kong, reflecting a broader pattern of non-
alignment with the EU’s foreign policy positions on China. This stance was consistent
with earlier actions, including President Vucic¢’s 2020 letter to Xi Jinping, in which
he expressed support for China’s policies on Hong Kong and Taiwan and rejected
external interference in the internal affairs of sovereign states. Serbia also did not
join the EU’s declaration attributing cyberattacks on EU institutions and industries
to hacker groups based in China, nor did it support EU declarations issued under
the Global Human Rights Sanctions Regime, which sanctioned Chinese individuals
and entities (Stanicek, 2022, p. 9).
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selectively applied positions. China has not recognized Abkhazia and South
Ossetia, despite its strategic partnership with Russia; likewise, Serbia has
not recognized Crimea, even though it maintains close ties with Russia. In
addition, both Serbia and China have formally expressed support for the
territorial integrity of Ukraine, although they articulate this position with
differing emphases: Serbia through its votes in the UN General Assembly
(although it sometimes abstains or avoids full alignment with Western
sanctions on Russia), and China through general statements affirming
sovereignty and non-interference. China’s 2023 position paper on the
Ukraine crisis reaffirms the principle of territorial integrity.

CONCLUSION

The partnership between China and Serbia cannot be viewed solely
through a transactional dimension, nor exclusively through a principled
one, but rather as a hybrid model in which strategic interests and
constructed norms coexist, enabling consistency despite changes within
the states themselves as well as in the global environment.

China uses this partnership to advance its Belt and Road Initiative, to
gain a certain degree of influence in Southeast Europe, and to secure
political support for its global strategy. It therefore benefits from Serbia
as a strategic point of support on the European continent, particularly
through infrastructure projects, but also as a source of diplomatic backing
on issues that are important to China. Serbia, on the other hand, gains
practical benefits from Chinese investments and political support. These
benefits are crucial for its economic development and for the pursuit of
essential national interests, especially in relation to the issue of Kosovo*
and in maintaining a balance among the great powers. This partnership
can thus be understood as a pragmatic alignment in which both sides draw
strategic, political, and economic benefits, even when there is an
asymmetry of power.

However, numerous indicators suggest that the cooperation between
Serbia and China, especially on issues of sovereignty, is based on shared
values and normative principles rather than solely on strategic
calculations. It is therefore also of a principled character.
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For Serbia, the memory of the NATO bombing in 1999 and the
unilaterally declared independence of Kosovo, accepted by a large number
of Western countries, remains a symbol of violated sovereignty. Similarly,
China views the bombing of its embassy in Belgrade in the past, as well as
current criticisms of its internal policies, such as on human rights, as
interference in its domestic affairs. This shared historical trauma is
consistently referenced by the leaders of both countries on almost every
occasion. These references serve to reinforce a sense of mutual
understanding and support.

The shared historical injustices, in particular the NATO bombing in
1999 and the incident involving the Chinese embassy, have created a
strong narrative of lasting friendship and of resistance to what is perceived
as unilateralism. In addition, the mutual reinforcement of this narrative
has led to shared interpretations of the concept of sovereignty and the
principle of non-intervention. Alignment on these values contributes to
the maintenance of long-term cooperation by providing a legitimizing
framework that strengthens trust and predictability in their bilateral
relations. Both Serbia and China have experienced what they consider
illegitimate external pressure or intervention, particularly from Western
powers. These events are not merely historical references, but
foundational points around which their joint commitment to the principles
of sovereignty and non-intervention has been built.

Although economic and strategic interests undoubtedly play a central
role, many behavioural patterns indicate that the partnership is not
exclusively transactional. First, the continuity of the partnership between
China and Serbia over time, despite significant internal and external
structural changes, points to this conclusion. Second, both countries
employ similar normative language in their foreign policy discourse. When
addressing international issues, particularly those related to sovereignty,
Serbia and China emphasize principles such as non-intervention, territorial
integrity, and respect for national independence (Vladisavljev, Dizdarevi¢,
& Dordevi¢, 2025, p. 13). This emphasis reflects a convergence in their
understanding of international norms. Furthermore, the two countries
offer each other support in international forums even in situations where
there is no immediate strategic benefit, and sometimes even in cases
where such support may come at a cost.
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Serbia’s decision not to align itself with the European Union on issues
related to China cannot be understood solely in terms of economic
exchange or geopolitics linked to Kosovo*. It also reflects a deliberate
acceptance of China’s normative framework concerning sovereignty,
security, and human rights. In this sense, even while facing challenges on
the path to European Union accession, Serbia actively promotes its
relationship with China.

In addition, the principles guiding their partnership are explicitly stated
in almost all official bilateral documents. Both countries articulate a shared
vision of the international order. This vision is defined by opposition to
hegemony, to power politics, and to unilateralism, and by support for
multilateralism based on the role of the United Nations. Serbia’s clear
support for China’s initiatives such as the Global Development Initiative,
the Global Security Initiative, and the Global Civilization Initiative further
emphasizes the depth of their normative convergence. Finally, both
countries apply these principles consistently across a range of different
contexts and to other cases, which further demonstrates the principled
nature of their cooperation.
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THE EU-CHINA TRADE RELATIONS AMID TARIFF CONFLICTS
AND WTO CRISIS: IMPLICATIONS FOR SERBIA

Jovana NIKOLIC*

Abstract: This paper examines the evolving trade relationship between the
European Union (EU) and the People’s Republic of China within the context
of rising protectionism, escalating tariff conflicts, and the ongoing crisis
within the World Trade Organization (WTO). Despite a longstanding
commitment from both the EU and China to multilateralism, their
divergent economic models and strategic priorities have increasingly
brought systemic tensions to the fore. China’s accession to the WTO in
2001 marked a turning point in EU-China trade relations, enabling deeper
economic ties. However, growing economic asymmetries and political
divergences have prompted the EU to adopt a more critical perspective,
as encapsulated in its 2019 Strategic Outlook, which simultaneously
characterises China as a partner, economic competitor, and systemic rival.
The research employs a qualitative case study method, concentrating on
the EU-China tariff conflicts from 2018 to 2024. This timeframe captures
the escalation of trade tensions and offers valuable insights into the
responses of both entities to global trade disruptions and crisis within the
WTO, which intensified around 2018. The study draws on the analysis of
official documents from the EU and China, which includes strategic
outlooks, trade policy communications, and summit conclusions, in
addition to relevant reports and publications from the WTO. Beyond the
bilateral dimension, the paper extends its analysis to the implications of
these trade frictions for Serbia. Positioned between its deepening
economic ties with China and its aspirations for EU membership, Serbia
faces both opportunities and constraints, as EU-China trade tensions
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increasingly shape its external economic environment. The paper
concludes that, despite systemic rivalries, pragmatic cooperation between
the EU and China within multilateral frameworks remains a viable path
forward. However, for countries like Serbia, maintaining strategic balance
requires a careful policymaking, particularly in light of the ongoing WTO
crisis and intensifying EU-China competition over trade and influence in
Southeast Europe.

Keywords: European Union, China, trade, tariffs, World Trade
Organization, Serbia.

INTRODUCTION™

Fifty years ago, the European Community and the People’s Republic of
China established diplomatic relations, followed by the signing of the
Agreement on Trade and Economic Cooperation a decade later, setting the
basis for the development of EU-China Strategic Partnership. During the
1990s, there was a notable expansion in their trade relations, with China
emerging as the EU’s 4" largest trading partner by the end of the decade.
Trade volumes continued to increase over time, leading to China becoming
the EU’s largest import partner and second-largest export partner in 2024
(European Commission, n.d.a) While economic relations are considered a
cornerstone of EU-China bilateral engagement, it is important to recognize
their complex and ambivalent nature, which is influenced, among other
factors, by political and economic developments at regional and global levels.
Issues contributing to tensions between the two sides, as identified in the
literature, include the EU’s designation of China’s market economy status,
the EU’s trade deficit, the EU’s use of trade defense instruments, and the role
and influence of Chinese state-owned enterprises (Gaenssmantel, 2023).

In 1995, the EU regarded China as a critical partner and sought to
balance opportunities with challenges through a comprehensive, action-

" The paper presents findings of a study developed as a part of the research project
“Serbia and challenges in international relations in 2025”, financed by the Ministry
of Science, Technological Development and Innovation of the Republic of Serbia,
and conducted by the Institute of International Politics and Economics, Belgrade,
during the year 2025.
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oriented policy that supported China’s integration into global system while
addressing mutual concerns. The development of EU-China relations was
then seen as a ‘sustained long-term goal’ (Commission of the European
Communities, 1995). Three decades later, China is seen as a cooperation
and negotiation partner, an economic competitor, and a systemic rival,
thus requiring a flexible, pragmatic, and unified approach to address
opportunities and challenges across economic, political, and security
dimensions (European Commission, 2019). Traditionally, China viewed the
EU as a mutually beneficial partner in trade and investment. However, as
the EU has become more assertive, China responded by adjusting its
approach to balance cooperation where interests align with defending its
strategic imperatives. Chinese policymakers emphasize self-reliance and
strategic economic planning, especially in sensitive sectors such as digital
technology, energy, and critical infrastructure, while continuing to highlight
the importance of partnership in high-level dialogues and joint
communiqués. Despite the EU’s de-risking strategy, which aims to reduce
vulnerabilities in key sectors and diversify partnerships, China often
portrays the EU’s strategic autonomy efforts as an opportunity for more
balanced relations (Yang, 2023). One aspect of fostering balanced Sino-
European relations involves collaborative efforts to enhance Eurasian
connectivity. In this context, the implementation of the EU-Asia
Connectivity Strategy (2018) and region-to-region dialogues in the form
of Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) play a crucial role. Building on ASEM'’s
definition of connectivity, the enhancement of interregional
connectivity—particularly through strengthened physical links—is
promoted by the EU through the development of the TEN-T and TEN-E
networks, and by China through the implementation of critical transport
and energy infrastructure projects under the Belt and Road Initiative
(Steki¢ & Nikoli¢, 2025, pp. 137-139).

For many years, the bilateral relationship between the EU and China
has been affected by trade tensions, primarily related to tariff disputes.
Since 2021, both sides have increasingly engaged in investigations of anti-
dumping measures and have imposed customs duties on a range of
products. However, these issues are largely overshadowed by the broader
US-China trade conflict. The prominence of the US-China trade war can
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be attributed to its scope, global implications, intensity, duration, and the
strategic and political considerations involved. The trade tensions
between the US and China involve the world’s largest economies and are
generating significant global economic impacts, including disruptions to
supply chains and financial markets worldwide. This ongoing conflict has
been characterized by substantial tariff escalations across multiple sectors
and has persisted since 2018 (Garcia Herrero, 2019). In comparison, EU-
China tariff disputes have been more focused and limited in scope,
targeting specific industries such as electric vehicles, steel, and solar
panels. Additionally, it should be noted that in the Sino-European context,
the parties adopt a more cautious approach, involving ongoing
negotiations regarding customs policies, reflecting the complexity and
interdependence of their relationship. Given that the involved parties
represent the world’s second and third-largest economies, tariff disputes
between them place considerable strain on the global trading system.
This pressure is further intensified by the ongoing US-China trade war,
the prolonged crisis within the WTO, and the economic implications of
the broader geopolitical shifts, highlighting a profound crisis the
international trade order is currently confronting.

Considering the previously described context of international
economic relations, this article aims to analyse the trade relationship
between the EU and China, with a focus on their tariff conflicts, and to
examine the potential implications for Serbia, whose primary economic
partners are the EU and China. The first part of the paper is focused on
the analysis of the EU’s and China’s foreign trade policies, including their
positions on the importance of maintaining a multilateral trade system,
as well as their proposals and joint initiatives related to the ongoing WTO
crisis. This overview provides an important foundation for the subsequent
analysis of the recent EU-China trade disputes and will help in reaching
conclusions regarding Serbia’s position in balancing between these two
actors. In line with the research’s subject, in this paper the term
‘multilateralism’ is used exclusively to denote the multilateral trading
system as governed by the WTO, encompassing its trade negotiations,
dispute settlement mechanisms, and regulatory framework for
international trade.
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THE EU AND CHINA IN THE GLOBAL TRADE SYSTEM

China’s Trade Policy Framework:
Balancing Internal Development and Global Integration

According to WTO data, in 2024 China was the leading exporter of
goods, accounting for 14.6% of the global share, followed by the US at
8.5% and Germany at 6.9%. Excluding intra-EU trade, the EU ranked
second in exports, accounting for 13.9%. China also ranked as the second-
largest importer, representing 10.5% of global imports, after the US at
13.6% (World Trade Organization, n.d.a). China’s foreign trade policy has
evolved significantly since the late 1970s, shifting from an import
substitution model to an export-oriented strategy that capitalized on its
industrial strengths and labour flexibility. This transition enabled China to
emerge as the world’s largest exporter within three decades. The Foreign
Trade Law, serving as the legal foundation, emphasized opening to the
outside world, promoting foreign trade, and fostering economic
development through multilateral, bilateral, regional, and unilateral
approaches (Sheng, 2015). Since joining the WTO in 2001, China has
liberalized its trade regime, reduced administrative barriers, and allowed
broader participation in trade by private and individual actors. Initiatives
such as the establishment of pilot free trade zones and the
implementation of the Foreign Investment Law in 2020 reflect China’s
commitment to further promoting trade facilitation, safeguarding
investments, and enhancing market openness, even as it continues to use
tariff and non-tariff measures to manage certain bilateral trade relations.
The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has held a significant place in China’s
foreign trade engagement over the past decade, serving as a key platform
through which China has strengthened trade ties and economic
partnerships with over 140 countries. According to data from the Ministry
of Commerce of the People’s Republic of China (2025), the trade volume
between China and BRI participating countries reached 22.1 trillion yuan
(3.07 trillion US dollars) in 2024. As the largest project to date under
China’s strategies for promoting and expanding multilateralism, the BRI
encompasses a unique network of bilateral partnerships and regional
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institutions, such as ASEAN+3 and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(Feng, 2021, p. 44).

In light of rising geopolitical tensions and trade protectionism, and in
order to achieve its national economic interests, the Chinese government
adopted the Dual Circulation strategy in 2020. This new development
paradigm emphasizes balancing domestic and international economic
cycles, with a greater focus on domestic economic potential while
maintaining international trade and investment. Key elements of internal
circulation include expanding domestic demand by stimulating
consumption, primarily among the middle class, as well as structural reforms
on the supply side by enhancing the quality and innovation of domestic
products and services to better meet local demand. In terms of international
circulation, efforts are undertaken to improve the import-export balance,
opening the IT and telecommunications sectors to foreign investments, and
strengthening strategic overseas investments. Additionally, the strategy
recognizes telecommunications, IT, agriculture, and green energy as priority
sectors to reduce dependency on foreign technologies and resources (Zakic,
2022, pp. 153-157). The Dual Circulation strategy aligns with China’s foreign
trade policies, supporting the country’s efforts to open previously restricted
sectors to foreign investment and to strengthen technological and economic
collaboration. Although the Dual Circulation prioritizes domestic economic
resilience to mitigate risks from global uncertainties (trade wars, pandemics),
openness to international trade and diversification of trade partners remain
important objectives of China’s current foreign trade engagement. In
response to geopolitical tensions, and in order to reduce reliance on
Western markets, China is increasing its trade and investment ties with
regions like Southeast Asia, Africa, and Latin America. In this regard, trade
with ASEAN countries has grown significantly, representing 16.2% of China’s
total trade in 2024, up from 12.5% in 2017. Meanwhile, its trade with the
US accounted for 10.8% in 2024, down from 14.2% in 2017 (Jiang, 2025).

The EU’s Trade Strategies: Balancing Bilateralism and Multilateralism

After the successful conclusion of the GATT Uruguay Round and the
establishment of the WTO, the EU emerged as a strong advocate for

116



Risks for Serbian Foreign Policy in the Fragmentation of the International Order

initiating a new round of global trade negotiations and strengthening
multilateral institutions, with the aim of enabling states to effectively
oversee and regulate globalization processes through these organizations.
However, the EU’s 1999 trade strategy of ‘managed globalization’, along
with related decisions—such as implementing a moratorium on future
preferential trade agreements—ultimately proved to be costly for the EU
(Abdelal & Meunier, 2010). Therefore, the Union turned to enhancing its
competitiveness in the global market while emphasizing the importance
of transparent and effective multilateral rules to support open and fair
international trade (European Commission, 2006). During that period, EU
leaders decided to pursue bilateral negotiations with trading partners on
issues such as competition, public procurement, and investments, outside
the WTO framework and the ongoing Doha Round of trade negotiations.
In the next strategy, Trade, Growth and World Affairs (2010), the emphasis
on bilateral negotiations as a complement to multilateral approaches was
reaffirmed, alongside the recognition of the WTO’s essential role in
maintaining the effective functioning of the international trade system
(European Commission, 2010). As an attempt to synthesize the most
important elements from previous foreign trade frameworks, the 2015
Trade for All strategy prioritized efficiency, transparency and values as the
most important aspects of the EU’s trade policy (MiloSevi¢, 2021, p. 94).
The Asia-Pacific region was presented as crucial for the EU’s economic
interests, and the conclusion of an investment agreement with China was
highlighted as a top priority in light of the rebalancing of Sino-European
economic relations. The EU’s support for China’s participation in various
plurilateral initiatives, such as the Trade in Services Agreement (TiSA), the
Agreement on Government Procurement (GPA), was also underscored, in
order to strengthen the multilateral trading system and accommodate
China’s growing role (European Commission, 2015, p. 31). Following the
EU’s turn towards bilateralism in trade policy, reflected in its trade
strategies from 2006 to 2015, the Union has returned to a multilateral
approach with its current Open, Sustainable and Assertive Trade Policy
(2021). The strategy’s core is the ‘open strategic autonomy’ concept which
promotes the EU’s connectedness with and openness to the rest of the
world, the alignment of trade with climate and digital transformation
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goals, and independent decision-making while defending its own trade
interests (European Commission, 2021). An important aspect of this
strategy involves the EU’s renewed focus on the WTO functioning,
particularly efforts to resolve the Appellate Body crisis and to reform the
WTO in line with the changes in the international economic environment.
In accordance with this, the strategy highlights the political and economic
transformations brought about by China’s rapid development and their
impact on the global system of economic governance, including
competitiveness challenges for European companies. The current trade
strategy aligns with the political objectives of the European Commission,
particularly in terms of strengthening the EU’s position on the global stage.
This includes, alongside the importance of maintaining the transatlantic
(economic) partnership, the deepening of economic ties with China and
other Asian countries (MiloSevi¢, 2021, p. 98).

The EU’s and China’s Approaches to WTO Reform

The WTO faced serious obstacles in 2018 when the US blocked the
appointment and reappointment of judges to the dispute settlement
system. Beside serving as the main forum for global trade negotiations,
an important function of the WTO is the resolution of trade disputes. The
Appellate Body crisis, triggered by the aforementioned decision of the US
administration, represents yet another dimension of the prolonged crisis
of the multilateral trading system, accompanied by increasingly frequent
calls for reforming the key aspects of the WTQO’s work (Nikoli¢, 2024).

The EU’s dedication to a rules-based, multilateral trading system is
reflected in the European Commission’s 2018 request for WTO
modernization, with its proposals incorporated into the current EU trade
strategy Open, Sustainable and Assertive Trade Policy. Sharing the objective
of revitalizing the international trade framework, China’s delegation to the
WTO submitted its reform proposals in 2019. Although both parties agree
in principle on the need for reforms and their proposals address similar
areas, there are noticeable differences in certain specific issues. While the
EU recommends implementing a formal monitoring process for new areas
of discussion, such as e-commerce and digital trade, China opposes
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broadening WTO rule-books with new concepts and wants reforms to be
strictly targeted. Regarding the rule-making process, China addresses the
issues of more transparency, punctual notifications, and enhanced
performance from WTO subsidiary bodies. Meanwhile, the EU proposes
launching issue-by-issue negotiations within the Organization, allowing
willing members to develop plurilateral or eventually multilateral
agreements (Garcia Herrero et al, 2020, pp. 37-39). An important issue for
China, as a developing country within the WTO, is the application of the
special and differential treatment (SDT) provisions granted to this group of
countries. In this regard, China insists on developing countries keeping all
SDT privileges, including preferential market access and longer
implementation deadlines. Other China’s proposals refer to unfair practices
by developed economies (namely over-subsidization of agriculture), the
respect for diverse development models among WTO membership, and
introducing stronger disciplines on fishery subsidies (World Trade
Organization, 2019). Addressing the issues of market liberalization and
transparency, the EU advocates strengthening regulations on trade-
distorting industrial subsidies and the changes in the functioning of Trade
Policy Review Mechanism (European Commission, 2018).

In addition to these individual initiatives, the EU and China have
formed a joint working group to address WTO reform, with the primary
goal of resolving the ongoing Appellate Body crisis. The collaborative
efforts of these two actors to reinvigorate the negotiation function within
the WTO are also reflected by the activities of the fourteen-member
Ottawa Group, led by Canada. The foremost initiative in addressing the
Appellate Body crisis has been the establishment of the Multi-Party
Interim Appeal Arbitration Arrangement (MPIA) in 2020. This alternative
dispute resolution mechanism, designed as a temporary complaint
procedure, has brought together 56 of 164 WTO members (Geneva Trade
Platform n.d.). While the EU and China agree on the need to reform the
dispute settlement system and are committed to cooperating toward this
goal, differences remain—particularly concerning China’s potential
withdrawal from special and differential treatment. Both the EU and the
US consider this withdrawal a necessary step to establishing a more
equitable international trade system. However, China’s reform proposals
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concerning the SDT for developing countries indicate that the country is
not yet prepared to move forward in this direction (Nikoli¢, 2024, p. 376).

EU-CHINA TRADE DISPUTES FROM 2018 TO 2024

According to the latest Eurostat report on China—EU trade in goods,
China remained a key trading partner for the EU in 2024. It ranked as the
EU’s third-largest export destination, accounting for 8.3% of total exports,
and continued to be the leading source of imports, comprising 21.3% of
the EU’s total imports. Despite some fluctuations, the EU maintained a
substantial trade deficit with China, which stood at €305 billion in 2024.
Imports from China steadily increased over the past decade, rising from
approximately €280 billion in 2014 to a peak of around €640 billion in
2022, before declining slightly to just over €500 billion in 2024. EU exports
to China also grew over this period, though at a slower pace, reaching
about €240 billion in 2022, followed by a modest decline in the
subsequent two years. As a result, the EU’s trade deficit with China
reached a record high of approximately €400 billion in 2022 (Figure 1). In
terms of trade composition, machinery and vehicles remained dominant
in 2024, accounting for 55% of EU imports from China and 51% of its
exports to the Chinese market. This category alone contributed to a trade
deficit of €176.7 billion (Eurostat, 2025).

Since China joined the WTO, the EU’s exports of goods and services to
China have seen remarkable annual growth—over 10% and 15% a year,
respectively. Simultaneously, imports from China increased, along with its
role in global supply chains, resulting in the shortening of regional supply
chains within the EU (Garcia Herrero et al, 2020, pp. 6-18). The increasing
globalization and economic interdependence between China and the EU
have resulted in a considerable reliance of Chinese economy on the EU
market for exports, particularly in sectors such as solar cells, lithium-ion
batteries, and electric vehicles. Conversely, the EU depends heavily on
China for critical imports, including pharmaceuticals, chemicals and green
tech components (Manca, 2024). The negotiations on Comprehensive
Agreement on Investment (CAl), initiated in 2014, exemplify the complexity
of the Sino-European economic relationship. This Agreement, concluded
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in principle in late 2020, aimed to grant EU investors greater access to
Chinese market and ensure fairer treatment for EU companies, including
commitments on state-owned enterprises, transparency, and forced
technology transfer. However, the Agreement faced certain obstacles,
notably from the European Parliament over human rights concerns,
illustrating the growing political complexities in the relationship. In May
2021, the European Parliament suspended the ratification of the CAl after
China imposed sanctions against ten individuals from the EU, including
members of the European Parliament (McElwee, 2021). Due to the issue
of human rights in China, as well as China’s actions in the context of the
Russian-Ukrainian conflict, there is a growing scepticism among EU
decision-makers regarding the ‘revival’ of this agreement, which the
Chinese side is in favour of. During the negotiations, the EU has repeatedly
objected to China for its insufficient openness to foreign investments. In
response, China has taken certain measures, which is visible in its Dual
Circulation strategy—specifically, in terms of opening up its IT and
telecommunications sectors to foreign investors (Zaki¢, 2022, pp. 164-166).

Figure 1: EU trade with China from 2014 to 2024.

EU trade with China, 2014-2024

(€ billion)
800

400._,’0—0—‘—.’”.—"——4/./‘\'7

o————0o— o

| ¢

0
-200 . I . .
-400
) 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

I Balance ~@~— Imports ~4p— Exports & /

eurostati

Source: Eurostat, 2024.

121



COMPASS PROJECT

In recent years, trade relations between the EU and China have been
influenced by notable changes in terms of the strengthening of both
economies’ regulatory frameworks, as well as the increasing politization
of trade defence instruments (TDIs). While TDIs were once considered
purely technical and legal mechanisms to counteract unfair trade practices,
they are now used as instruments to pursue broader national policy goals,
reflecting geopolitical strategies rather than just trade regulation,
signalling a growing intertwining of trade policy with political and security
considerations (Crochet & Zhou, 2024). In December 2017, the EU
reformed its trade-defence rules by changing how it calculates dumping
margins, moving away from the explicit use of ‘non-market economy’
status previously applied to China, and instead adopting a methodology
based on identifying ‘significant market distortions’ (Garcia Herrero et al,
2020, p. 8). This shift followed the expiration of the 15-year transitional
period outlined in Section 15(d) of China’s WTO Accession Protocol, during
which China had not been recognized by the EU as a market economy.
Under the new methodology, the burden of proof has shifted to the
European Commission, which now must demonstrate that Chinese export
prices are affected by non-market economy factors. Although this reform
applies to all WTO members, China has opposed the approach, arguing it
is inconsistent with WTO rules and has lodged a formal complaint. In
practice, the change has resulted in similar outcomes for China—
continued the implementation of high duties— while increasing the EU’s
obligation to justify its anti-dumping measures with clearer evidence of
distortions (Hu & Pelkmans, 2020, p.13).

In addition to the new trade defence methodology, the EU has
introduced a series of regulatory instruments and policy initiatives over
the past five years, aimed at addressing concerns over economic security,
reciprocity, and strategic autonomy. Measures such as the Foreign Direct
Investment Screening Regulation (2020) and the Foreign Subsidies
Regulation (2023) aim to counter risks posed by state-backed foreign firms
and ensure fair competition within the EU market. Meanwhile, the
International Procurement Instrument and the Anti-Coercion Instrument
are direct responses to perceived asymmetries and instances of economic
pressure from China. The Anti-forced Labour Instrument, adopted in

122



Risks for Serbian Foreign Policy in the Fragmentation of the International Order

November 2024, and the Critical Raw Materials Act, which entered into
force in May 2024, further highlight the EU’s intent to reduce dependency
on strategic Chinese inputs. The European Chips Act and the Economic
Security Strategy address the issues of resilience and technological
sovereignty, especially amid global supply chain vulnerabilities (Boruta &
Pinelyté, 2023). Collectively, these initiatives underscore the EU’s shift
toward a more defensive and strategic trade policy framework,
increasingly shaped by the changes in international economic
environment, including its growing trade tensions with China.

China’s trade remedy legal framework, including the Foreign Trade
Law, the Regulations of the People’s Republic of China on Anti-Dumping,
the Countervailing Duty Regulations, and the Regulation on Safeguard
Measures, has also been substantially enhanced in recent years. This
improvement is evidenced by the introduction of over 20 departmental
regulations, including the revision of anti-dumping and anti-subsidy rules
through the Rules for Review of Dumping and Dumping Margins, the
Rules for Anti-Dumping and Countervailing Hearings, and the Rules for
Questionnaires in Anti-Dumping Investigations. Given that China’s use
of trade remedies was previously infrequent, its recent efforts to
strengthen its legal trade framework appear to be a response to the
growing number of trade investigations and measures initiated by the
EU (Adaltys Avocats, 2025).

Tensions over trade practices between the EU and China have been
building for years, with the conflict being marked by disputes over various
issues, including anti-dumping measures, intellectual property concerns,
and subsidies for Chinese industries. Between 2003 and 2024, the EU
launched 157 anti-dumping, countervailing, and safeguard investigations
targeting China—representing nearly half of all such EU probes during that
timeframe (Adaltys Avocats, 2025). One of the first major disputes started
when the EU imposed anti-dumping tariffs on Chinese solar panels in
2013, prompting China to respond with tariffs on European wine. The
Solar Panel dispute marked an important turning point in EU-China
relations, representing the EU’s largest trade investigation and one of
China’s first major trade dispute since joining the WTO (Barilla, 2024).
Despite the years-long dispute, its bilateral resolution reflected both sides’
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commitment to a rules-based multilateral trade system and maintaining
cooperative relations. However, in response to the global steel
overcapacity crisis, the EU progressively tightened trade-defence
measures between 2015 and 2017, imposing provisional anti-dumping
duties on stainless-steel products from China and Taiwan in 2015,
introducing new duties on Chinese and Russian steel in 2016, and raising
anti-dumping duties on Chinese steel products in 2017.

Targeting a broad range of Chinese exports—from steel, aluminium,
and ceramics to optical fibre cables, fasteners, and PET plastics—the
European Commission further intensified its trade defence measures
against China since 2018. In 2020, the Commission imposed definitive anti-
dumping duties of up to 19% on hot rolled stainless steel imports from
China, following evidence of dumping that harmed producers in Belgium,
Italy, and Finland. Between 2021 and 2022, the EU also introduced
multiple anti-dumping and countervailing duties on a range of aluminium
products from China, with combined duties reaching up to 46.7%. Several
investigations additionally addressed attempts by Chinese exporters to
circumvent duties via third countries and expanded duties accordingly
(e.g. extending aluminium foil duties to imports from Thailand). In the
meantime, the EU also began using new legal tools like the International
Procurement Instrument (IP1). In April 2024, the Commission launched the
first IPI investigation into China’s discriminatory practices in the public
procurement of medical devices, aiming to address unequal market access
and promote reciprocity (European Commission, n.d.b).

Between 2018 and 2024, China initiated a limited number of trade
defence measures against the EU, primarily involving anti-dumping and
anti-subsidy investigations. Although the overall volume and frequency of
these actions remain relatively low compared to the EU’s measures against
China, the scope of Chinese investigations has expanded to include EU
exports of agricultural products, chemicals, polymers, and industrial
materials. In response to the EU’s decision to initiate an anti-subsidy
investigation into Chinese battery electric vehicles (BEVs) and the steps
that followed, China opened several investigations in 2024 concerning the
import of dairy, pork and brandy from the EU. At the time of writing the
paper, anti-subsidy investigation into certain dairy products and anti-
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dumping probe into EU pork imports are still ongoing, with no definitive
measures implemented to date. However, after a lengthy investigation,
China has imposed anti-dumping duties ranging from 27.7% to 34.9% on
European brandy, for a period of five years. After agreeing to minimum
import price commitments accepted by Chinese authorities, major
producers, such as Pernod Ricard, Rémy Cointreau, and Moét Hennessy;,
have been exempted from these duties (China Trade Monitor, n.d.).
Chinese trade defence actions implemented over the past years represent
a direct response to EU investigations and duties targeting Chinese
companies, particularly in strategic sectors like electric vehicles. The latest
steps taken by the Chinese authorities include the MOFCOM’s final
determination concluding that the EU’s Foreign Subsidies Regulation
constitutes trade and investment barriers against Chinese enterprises
under Chinese law, as well as an estimation that these practices caused
economic losses exceeding RMB 156 billion, or approximately €20.88
billion (Ministry of Commerce of the People’s Republic of China, 2025).

The EU-China tariff conflict escalated during 2023 and 2024, beginning
with the European Commission’s anti-subsidy investigation into imports
of battery electric vehicles from China. Following this investigation, in July
2024 the Commission imposed provisional anti-subsidy duties on BEVs
imported from China, namely 17.4% for BYD, 19.9% for Geely, and 37.6%
for SAIC. Other cooperating Chinese BEV producers not included in the
sample faced a weighted average duty of 20.8%, while non-cooperating
producers were subject to the highest residual duty of 37.6%. Three
months later, the EU imposed definitive five-year countervailing duties on
Chinese BEVs found to be unfairly subsidised, including 17% for BYD, 18.8%
for Geely, and 35.3% for SAIC. Other cooperating producers faced a 20.7%
duty, while Tesla, granted individual examination, would pay 7.8%. Non-
cooperating companies were subject to the highest duty of 35.3%. In early
November 2024, the representatives of the European Commission’s
Directorate-General for Trade and Chinese Ministry of Commerce and the
China Chamber of Commerce for Import and Export of Machinery and
Electronic Products (CCCME) held discussions in Beijing on a possible price
undertaking agreement that would serve as an alternative to the current
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countervailing duties imposed by the EU on Chinese EV imports (European
Commission, n.d.b.).

Trade disputes between the EU and China within the WTO framework
reflect ongoing tensions in their economic relationship, particularly
regarding the issues of market access, trade remedies, and technology
transfer. In the last two decades, the EU has brought 14 cases against
China, addressing export restrictions on raw materials, anti-dumping
duties on EU goods such as steel tubes and brandy, and practices affecting
intellectual property and technology transfer. These cases highlight
persistent EU concerns over China’s adherence to WTO rules, especially
in relation to transparency, state intervention, and fair competition. On
the other side, China has initiated 7 cases against the EU, often challenging
anti-dumping and countervailing duties imposed on Chinese products, as
well as measures in the renewable energy and poultry sectors, showing
China’s objections to what it views as protectionist or discriminatory EU
practices (World Trade Organization, n.d.b.). Overall, the WTO still serves
as a critical platform for addressing these complex trade frictions, despite
ongoing broader geopolitical and systemic factors influencing the
dynamics of EU-China economic relations. As trade tensions escalated in
2024, both sides engaged with the WTO to resolve their disputes—China
over EV tariffs, and the EU over brandy duties—reaffirming the WTO'’s
place in global trade system and the need for legal adjudication in the
absence of bilateral solutions.

Beside the WTO as a principal forum for resolving trade disputes, the
annual EU-China summits play a significant role in managing trade
relations and facilitating coordination on trade matters. The summits held
from 2018 to 2024 showed that the two sides deepened their economic
interdependence while also highlighting ongoing challenges related to
fairness, regulatory divergence, and strategic competition. Analysis of the
joint statements from the aforementioned summits shows that early in
the period both sides focused on reaffirming their commitment to a rules-
based, multilateral trading order. At the 20" EU-China Summit in 2018 the
leaders showed there was a strong shared commitment to reform the
WTO by establishing a joint working group tasked with adapting the
system to current challenges (European Union & People’s Republic of
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China, 2018). The key focus of the next summit was moving forward with
an ambitious Comprehensive Investment Agreement, alongside supporting
China’s steps towards joining the WTO Agreement on Government
Procurement (European Union & People’s Republic of China, 2019). As the
years passed, however, the dialogue became more layered—combining
aspiration for open markets and reform of global trade rules with pointed
discussions about structural imbalances, market access restrictions, and
the need for reciprocal treatment in investment and technology sectors.
The 22" EU-China Summit, held via video conference amid the COVID-19
pandemic, recognized the systemic differences between the two parties.
EU leaders highlighted that while engagement with China was seen as
both necessary and beneficial, the EU remained clear-eyed about differing
values and political systems. Remarks by EU leaders also stressed the need
for China to commit to future talks on industrial subsidies and resolve
issues such as overcapacity in traditional sectors like steel and in high-tech
industries (European Council, 2020). During the 23 and 24" summits,
discussions in the economic domain centred on the EU’s long-standing
concerns about market access and the overall investment climate in China,
with the EU leaders reiterating that the goal was to de-risk critical
dependencies without decoupling from China. On the other hand, the
parties reached an agreement to expand cooperation on issues such as
the protection of geographical indications, signalling a willingness to
address both broad and specific trade challenges. The creation of multiple
working groups (covering financial regulation, cosmetics, export controls,
wines and spirits, etc.) and initiatives targeting cross-border data flows,
customs, intellectual property rights, and other areas underscored an
intent to manage the relationship on a more detailed, sector-by-sector
basis (European Council 2022; European Commission 2023).

In addition to the annual summits, EU-China trade related dialogues,
with High Level Economic and Trade Dialogue at the forefront, represent
important platforms for addressing key trade issues and harmonizing
positions with regard to international negotiations. Developed in the
context of China’s WTO accession and as a part of broader Sino-European
strategic partnership, around fifty decentralized and thematically diverse
dialogues have facilitated China’s alignment with WTO standards,
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supported legal and regulatory convergence, and contributed to opening
specific sectors like air and maritime transport (Hu & Pelkmans, 2020, pp.
2-15). Although the decisions made within these formats are not legally
binding, these dialogues provide a platform for aligning positions on issues
where consensus can be reached. Moreover, the very engagement of the
EU and China in these frequent and comprehensive dialogues
demonstrates a shared willingness to improve trade cooperation and
address issues that contribute to trade tensions in their bilateral relations.

SERBIA’S POSITION AMID EU-CHINA TRADE TENSIONS

Serbia’s unique position, caught between its ongoing EU accession
process and expanding economic engagement with China, requires an
increasingly strategic balancing act. Rising trade tensions between the EU
and China threaten to disrupt global value chains and redirect trade flows.
For Serbia, this situation brings a mix of challenges and opportunities.

On one hand, Serbia could become a strategic destination for EU
companies pursuing reshoring or nearshoring strategies, as businesses
look to reduce reliance on Chinese supply lines (Ladevac et al., 2025).
However, Serbian exports remain structurally dependent on EU market
demand and raw material exports to China, making Serbia susceptible to
policy shifts in either direction. Moreover, the EU’s implementation of the
Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) in 2023 adds further
pressure on Serbia to green its exports in order to remain competitive and
aligned with evolving sustainability standards in European markets (Zakic¢
etal., 2024, p. 80). As Serbia aligns more closely with the EU acquis in the
accession process, it may be required to harmonize its trade and
competition policies with EU rules, potentially limiting the scope and
terms of cooperation with Chinese enterprises.

An important milestone in the development of Sino-Serbian trade
relations was the launch of the Free Trade Agreement in July 2024, aimed
at gradually liberalizing 90% of tariff lines over the course of 15 years.
While this FTA could enhance trade volume, its long-term effectiveness
for Serbia depends on the country’s ability to improve its export structure.
Current exports to China are dominated by low value-added raw materials,
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while imports are concentrated in high-tech consumer goods. Without a
shift toward diversified, competitive exports, the FTA risks deepening
Serbia’s trade deficit. Moreover, upon EU accession, Serbia would be
required to terminate this agreement, raising questions about the FTA’s
long-term relevance (Zaki¢ et al., 2024).

Serbia faces similar challenges in its trade with the EU, in regard to
diversifying its export structure and increasing the share of value-added
products. Additionally, recent economic slowdowns in core EU markets
have weakened demand. Germany’s economy shrank by 0.2% in 2024,
after a 0.3% contraction in 2023. As Serbia’s top foreign trade partner by
trade volume, these downturns in the German economy have a direct
effect on Serbia’s trade relations with the EU (Ladevac et al., 2025, p. 32).
At the same time, China has overtaken Germany as Serbia’s top import
partner, with imports reaching €5.13 billion in 2024, slightly surpassing
Germany’s €5.11 billion (Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2025).

From a geopolitical standpoint, Serbia’s balanced diplomacy—
emphasizing openness to Chinese capital while reaffirming its EU
accession path—has allowed it to maintain constructive relations with
both actors. However, as EU-China competition intensifies, and as the
WTO struggles to mediate global trade disputes, Serbia may face
increasing pressure to define clearer economic and regulatory
preferences. In this context, preserving institutional adaptability will be
crucial. Although Serbia’s WTO accession remains stalled, primarily due
to GMO legislation and the continuation of bilateral negotiations, the
country still acts as a supporter of multilateral trade norms—in accordance
with the commitments of both the EU and China to uphold a multilateral
trading system grounded in WTO principles.

CONCLUSION

This paper has examined the evolution of EU-China trade relations in
the context of rising tariff conflicts and the broader crisis facing the WTO.
Although China and the EU have traditionally advocated for
multilateralism, increasing economic asymmetries and systemic
differences have shifted their relationship toward a dynamic characterized

129



COMPASS PROJECT

by both interdependence and competition. This duality has influenced
their strategies regarding trade defence, WTO reform, and bilateral
investment regulation, frequently leading to an ambivalent relationship
that has been especially evident in recent years.

From 2018 to 2024, trade tensions between the EU and China have
escalated, with the EU adopting more protective trade policy approach,
while China has strengthened its legal and institutional frameworks to
effectively respond. Even though China’s trade defence measures against
the EU during this period have been fewer and more targeted, they have
intensified recently as part of a reciprocal dynamic triggered by EU
investigations and duties, especially in sensitive sectors like electric
vehicles, dairy, and pork products.

Despite these frictions, both sides have continued to engage in
institutional dialogue and dispute resolution through multilateral platforms,
notably the WTO, and through bilateral mechanisms such as annual
summits and sectoral working groups. All negotiations and trade measures
related to tariffs are carried out in accordance to WTO rules, reflecting both
parties’ continued recognition of the Organization as the central forum for
global trade governance. The establishment of joint working groups on
WTO reform and the creation of the MPIA illustrate this pragmatic
commitment to multilateralism—even as systemic rivalries persist.

Serbia’s dual economic orientation toward both the EU and China offers
short-term benefits but also long-term strategic dilemmas. The ongoing
EU-China trade tensions, and the broader crisis of the global trading system,
highlight the need for Serbia to carefully coordinate its external economic
partnerships. Maintaining a credible EU integration path while maximizing
the development benefits of Chinese cooperation will require an adaptive
trade policy framework that both anticipates alignment with EU regulations
and actively protects national economic interests.
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INTRODUCTION™

The ongoing energy transition — which is understood as the shift from
fossil fuels to renewable energy sources (RES) and low-carbon
technologies —has placed energy issues at the forefront of both academic
and public debates. Since the launch of the UN Agenda 2030 and the Paris
Agreement in 2015, renewable energy (RE) has gained significant
momentum. Global data indicates sharp increase in installed renewable
power capacity — by the end of 2024, RES accounted for 46% of global
installed power capacity (IRENA, 2025). However, the deployment of
renewable capacity remains highly uneven: China, the United States, and
the EU accounted for 83.6% of all new renewable capacity installed in 2024
(IRENA, 2025). These figures clearly indicate which actors are at the
forefront of the energy transition.! Over time, RES and low-carbon
technologies have evolved from peripheral elements of development
policies into key strategic assets in great power competition and defining
components of the global energy transition.

The emerging global “new energy race” to lead the energy transition
has intensified competition among established powers, while also creating
openings for emerging players (Sekari¢ Stojanovi¢, 2022). Although some
“traditional” challenges related to fossil fuels — such as resource scarcity,
security of supply, and weaponization of energy resources — are less
applicable to RES (Prontera, 2024, p. 3), new challenges are arising from
the characteristics of RE production and distribution, as well as from the
material foundations of low-carbon technologies. The most prominent
place in this context belongs to critical materials — such as lithium, nickel,
cobalt, copper, aluminium, rare earth elements — which are essential for
the development of solar photovoltaics, wind turbines, battery storage,

** The paper presents findings of a study developed as a part of the research project
“Serbia and challenges in international relations in 2025”, financed by the Ministry
of Science, Technological Development and Innovation of the Republic of Serbia,
and conducted by Institute of International Politics and Economics, Belgrade, during
the year 2025.

1 At the same time, China, the US and the EU are responsible for more than a half of
global GHG emissions (Prontera, 2024, p. 6).
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and other renewable technologies. In 2022, European Commission
President von der Leyen, said that “lithium and rare earths will soon be
more important than oil and gas” (European Commission, 2022),
highlighting thus their strategic relevance. Forecasts suggest that the
global demand for these materials will triple by 2030, and quadruple by
2040 (UN PCETM, 2024, p. 3). According to the United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development’s data, China currently processes more than
half of the world’s aluminium, cobalt, and lithium, and nearly 100% of
natural graphite (UNCTAD, 2024), making it the global leader in the low-
carbon technology supply chain. By contrast, although the EU has
historically been at the forefront of developing climate and energy policies,
it remains heavily dependent on China for renewable energy equipment
and raw materials. Consequently, critical materials have quickly emerged
as one of the most significant geopolitical assets of the 21 century.

In addition, developing countries hold the bulk of global critical mineral
reserves — Africa alone possesses 48% of global cobalt reserves, 22% of
natural graphite, 6% of copper, 6% of nickel and 1% of lithium reserves
(UNCTAD, n.d.). In Europe, the largest lithium deposits are found in
Germany and Czechia, followed by Serbia (Momcilovi¢, 2023). Serbia is
not only rich in RES potential, but also represents a site of overlapping EU
and Chinese energy investments. As a candidate country under the EU’s
energy umbrella, Serbia is obliged to align its legislation with the EU’s
energy acquis communautaire. Simultaneously, it is the leading recipient
of Chinese energy-related investments in the Western Balkans. This state-
of-play wouldn’t be unique if Serbia doesn’t hold the position of the
country with most undefined foreign policy course towards great powers
among all other Balkan countries (Lipovac, 2016, p. 17). As such, Serbia
provides a revealing case of how the intersection of competing green
foreign energy policies can generate specific dilemmas within a complex
geopolitical context.

The purpose of this chapter is twofold: first, to compare green visions
of the two green superpowers, and second, to identify Serbia’s foreign
policy dilemmas at the intersection of these competing approaches.
Accordingly, the chapter is structured in two main sections. The first
section provides a conceptual and analytical framework for understanding
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the notion of green superpower and the core features of the EU’s and
China’s green foreign energy policies. The second section remains central
part of the analysis as it serves for mapping the EU’s and China’s distinctive
green foreign energy approaches in Serbia. It also highlights main foreign
policy dilemmas for Serbia as outcomes of the EU’s and China’s green
agendas’ intersection. The chapter ends with conclusion remarks.

THE CONCEPT OF GREEN SUPERPOWER
AND GREEN FOREIGN ENERGY POLICY

As the ongoing energy transition highly influences contemporary
international relations, recent years saw increased “greening” of an
energy-foreign policy nexus. The concept of a “green superpower”
(Prontera, 2024), thus, has emerged in response to the growing role of RE
and low-carbon technologies in reshaping global power dynamics. Unlike
traditional energy superpowers whose influence was rooted in the control
of fossil fuel resources and supply routes, green superpowers derive their
status from leadership in the development, deployment, and diffusion of
renewable technologies, green finance, and sustainability norms. As the
ongoing energy transition profoundly reshapes contemporary
international relations, recent years have witnessed an intensified
“greening” of the energy-foreign policy nexus. This transformation reflects
a broader shift in the nature of power and influence in the international
system — away from fossil fuel dominance toward technological innovation
and environmental leadership.

Green foreign energy policy, as a relatively new analytical concept,
captures the ways in which states embed energy transition objectives into
their external strategies. According to Prontera (2024, p. 29), “tools of
economic statecraft and diplomacy will be more relevant to the nascent
green foreign energy policy”. These include financial instruments, trade
agreements, investment policies, development aid, and technology
transfers —all aimed at securing strategic advantages in a rapidly evolving
energy landscape. As Prontera further emphasizes (2024, p. 30),
“managing low-carbon technology supply chains is a constitutive element
of national green foreign energy policy.” This entails leveraging all available
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diplomatic, economic, and regulatory tools to gain influence at every stage
of the supply chain — whether domestically or abroad.

In this context, green power strategies illustrate the efforts of major
international actors to achieve the strategic goals of green foreign energy
policy while enhancing their geopolitical influence in the emerging low-
carbon world (Prontera, 2024, p. 45). Unlike traditional geopolitical
competition centred on access to fossil fuels, “the new green energy game
is mainly a matter of technological innovation and industrial partnerships,
rather than patrolling international oil market choke points or extending
control over fossil fuel-rich territories” (Prontera, 2024, p. 29). As such,
the energy transition introduces new patterns of international relations
and power projection, shifting the focus from territorial control to
technological leadership, supply chain management, and normative
influence in global sustainability governance.?

RES and low-carbon technologies can be understood both as foreign
policy objectives and as instruments of foreign policy (Prontera, 2024, p.
29). Given that these technologies lie at the heart of the global energy
transition while simultaneously serve as part of a country’s foreign policy
approach, it is not surprising that great powers incorporate green
component within their foreign policy strategies. This “component”
manifests in various forms: promoting RES abroad and endorsing a global
low-carbon vision, investing in RES and low-carbon technologies, or
deploying strategies to secure access to critical materials essential for the
development of RE technologies.

Since the 1970s, the green dimension has gradually become an integral
part of national foreign energy policies. Prontera (2024, pp. 34-35)
identified four issue areas as key drivers of developing green foreign
energy policy: climate, energy, industry, and trade and investments (see
Table 1). Each of these domains engages with RES and low-carbon
technologies from distinct vantage points, yet collectively they converge

2 As further explained, military tools, used traditionally to control fossil fuels resources
due to their territoriality, now hardly apply to low-carbon supply chains technology
(Prontera, 2024, p. 29), bypassing thus traditional geopolitical confrontation over
energy resources (but creating new forms of dependencies though).
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to shape the broader framework of green foreign energy policy. Variety
of tools at the state’s disposal to pursue its own green foreign energy
policy, from the other hand, could be classified into diplomatic, regulatory,
and economic instruments (Prontera, 2024, p. 36). The intersection of
these issue areas and policy tools — alongside the modes of engagement
and geographical reach — defines the operational character of a state’s
green foreign energy policy.? In this context, a green superpower possesses
and strategically deploys all four dimensions to varying extents.

Table 1: Issue areas of a green foreign energy policy explained

Issue Area Focus Key objectives
Climate Climate diplomacy, CO, | Emission reductions, RES diffusion,
mitigation via RES multilateral climate cooperation

RE cooperation and Promote RES abroad, energy

Energy ) diversification, import infrastructure

energy security

(e.g., hydrogen)

Green industrial Support green firms, build supply
Industry . . o ; . . .

internationalization chains, foster industrial partnerships
Trade & Trade/FDI in green tech | Secure materials, promote exports,
Investments | and critical inputs IP protection, shape trade regimes

Source: Author’s own elaboration based on: Prontera, 2024.

As Prontera elaborates (2024, pp. 36-37), diplomatic tools refer to
diverse methods and practices used by state to pursue international
objectives through negotiation, cooperation, and influence. These include
government-to-government dialogue, public diplomacy, government
support to national companies in international markets, engagement of a
wider set of actors (public, private, local, international), promoting rules
and standards etc. Regulatory instruments refer to mechanisms such as

3 Modes of engagement could vary along the unilateral-multilateral spectrum, while
geographical reach refers to regional or global dispersion of power (Prontera, 2024,
p. 37).
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market-based instruments, regulatory harmonization, diffusion of
domestic rules to third countries (often via trade or institutional
cooperation), use of trade agreements to export domestic regulatory
frameworks abroad, standard-setting in emerging technologies etc. Lastly,
economic instruments include foreign aid, investment guarantees,
subsidies, preferential tariffs, FDIs, state-owned companies used as tools
of economic diplomacy and investment, development loans and grants
etc. As could be seen, diplomatic instruments focus on negotiation and
influence, regulatory ones are about setting and promoting rules and
standards, whilst economic tools include financial and material incentives
like aid, investment, and subsidies. While in practice these tools may
overlap and are not always easily distinguishable, this categorization
serves as a useful analytical framework for identifying the predominant
mechanisms through which great powers implement their green foreign
energy policies.

In summary, the concept of green superpower is multilayered and
requires dedication to sustainable development, environmental protection
and climate change combat. It sublimates all energy- and climate-related
goals required for the energy transition process and undertaking specific
means and tools in order to achieve these goals.

Positioning the EU and China as Green Superpowers

Building on the conceptual framework of green foreign energy policy,
it is crucial to examine how the EU and China position themselves as green
superpowers within the global energy transition. This subsection, thus,
maps their positioning through the lens of their domestic commitments,
foreign policy engagements, and global power projection in the low-
carbon domain.

China has positioned itself as a global leader in the renewable energy
sector, demonstrating a remarkable shift from a carbon-intensive economy
to a key driver of the global energy transition. Its domestic commitment
to sustainable development has influenced its foreign policy (Sekari¢
Stojanovi¢ & Zaki¢, 2024). As part of its energy strategy, China has
embedded green energy diplomacy into its global engagements,
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reinforcing its status as a major player in the energy transition. However,
China’s continued reliance on fossil fuels — particularly coal — creates a
structural paradox: it is simultaneously one of the world’s foremost RE
investors and one of its largest greenhouse gasses (GHG) emitters. China
continues to construct coal-fired power plants while making massive
investments in renewable technologies. This dual approach reflects a
broader pattern wherein great powers prioritize national energy security
and development goals alongside long-term transition objectives (Sekari¢
Stojanovic¢ & Zaki¢, 2024). As such, China’s green foreign energy strategy
reflects an intersection of economy-driven national interests and climate-
oriented ambitions.

Beginning in the early 2000s, China gradually integrated a green
component into its foreign policy.* Subsequent Five-Year Plans and
legislative acts identified RES as key tools for achieving energy transition
and climate-related targets. This state-led shift towards low-carbon
technologies, supported by cross-sectoral commitments to sustainable
development, resulted with placing China at the top of the world’s fort
runners of energy transition process. China’s leadership is particularly
evident in its dominance over solar panel, wind turbine and electric vehicle
production, together with investing into critical materials, green finance
and dominance over low-carbon technology supply chain. According to
the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI), China now leads in 57 of 64
critical technologies (Wong Leung, Robin & Cave, 2024).> Supported by
state policies, Chinese companies have become global leaders in the
energy transition, in part due to their survival and growth in a highly
competitive domestic market (Kattrup, 2025). Nevertheless, fossil fuels —
especially coal — continue to play a central role in China’s energy system.

4 The Environmental Impact Assessment Act from 2003 and the establishment of the
Ministry of Ecology and Environment in 2008 marked shift towards environmentally
responsible technology, while subsequent five-years plans made the rise of RES an
obligatory development goal (Sekari¢ Stojanovi¢ & Zakié, 2024).

5 According to this report, within the period 2003-2007, the US led in 60 of 64 critical
technologies, while China led in just 3 of 64 critical technologies within the same
period. However, within the last five-years period (2019-2023), the US is leading in
just 7 of 64 critical technologies (Wong Leung, Robin & Cave, 2024).

143



COMPASS PROJECT

In 2023, coal accounted for 61.3% of electricity generation, followed by
hydropower (13.5%), wind (9.3%), solar (6.1%), nuclear energy (4.6%), and
other sources (IEA, 2023). This energy mix reflects China’s strategy of
maintaining energy security while gradually phasing out coal. The
continued construction and modernization of coal-fired power plants
coexists with strong support for RES development, illustrating the
complexities of China’s transitional pathway.

The European Union, by contrast, represents a normative power, with
the European Green Deal (EGD) serving as its flagship initiative for energy
transition. Since the 1970s, the EU has developed climate-related policies,
putting the protection of the natural environment as a subject of
fundamental treaties. What began as the initiative of individual member
states gradually evolved, from the 1990s onward, into a coordinated
supranational effort to promote renewable energy and low-carbon
technologies.® The EU is thus historically recognized as a pioneer in
integrating climate and energy policies (Sekari¢ Stojanovi¢, 2024). Over
the past two decades, the EU has intensified its promotion of RES through
a series of strategies, action plans, and legislation. The European Green
Deal (2019) introduced a comprehensive set of instruments aimed at
achieving climate neutrality by 2050 and reducing GHG emissions by 55%
by 2030 compared to 1990 levels. The REPowerEU Plan (2022) further
accelerated these efforts by setting ambitious goals to end dependence
on Russian fossil fuels, promote clean energy production, and speed up
the energy transition (European Commission, n.d.). However, the EU’s
dependency on imported critical raw materials — particularly from China,
which supplies around 95% of global demand for rare earth elements
(Radovanovi¢, Filipovi¢ & Simi¢, 2025) — significantly limits its strategic
autonomy in this domain.

¢ As stated in the literature, key events in adopting supranational approach in
promoting RES were releasing of the 1996 Commission Green Paper on RES and
White Paper “Energy for the Future: Renewable Sources of Energy” in 1997 (Solorio
& Bocquillion, 2017), which set the first goals and mechanisms for introducing RES
into different sectoral politics.
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MAPPING THE EU’S AND CHINA'S GREEN FOREIGN ENERGY POLICIES
IN SERBIA

Building upon the established profiles of the EU and China as emerging
green superpowers, this section maps their distinct green foreign energy
policy strategies as manifested in the Serbian context. To analyse the green
presence of the EU and China in Serbia, this section applies the four-
dimensional framework for mapping green foreign energy policy
developed by Prontera (2024). This framework conceptualizes issue areas,
modes of engagement, policy tools, and geographical reach as the
principal building blocks of a great power’s green foreign energy strategy,
as already elaborated. It provides a comprehensive analytical tool for
evaluating how states project their green agendas beyond their borders.
In the case of Serbia, the framework is applied with a focus on two
dimensions — issue areas and policy tools (see Table 2).” This narrowed
approach allows for a more targeted analysis of the specific ways in which
the EU and China operationalize their green foreign energy policies within
Serbia’s energy landscape.

7 Modes of engagement and geographical reach are logically excluded: the choice of
Serbia inherently entails a geographically defined context and reflects primarily
bilateral forms of engagement.
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Table 2: Mapping EU’s and China’s green foreign energy policy in Serbia

Issue areas
Tools Climate Energy Industry Trade
& Investments
China’s Green
Investment
Principles for the
Belt and Road
UG (2018)
Diplomatic Deal ?22829) China-Serbia.
Comprehensive
Strategic
Partnership
Agreement (2016,
renewed 2024)
EU’s (EBRD)
Economic and
crinos o | ST s crery
onstrategic | g ans (2020) Support Package
Economic cooperation EU’s Regional (2022)
In energy Energy Efficiency EU’s Critical Raw
sectqr in Programme Materials Act
Serbia (2024) (REEP) for the (2024)
Western Balkans
(2013)
EU’s project
Development of the
Biomass market in
the Republic of EU’s Energy
Serbia (2024) Community’s
EU and EBRD for Renewable
Regulatory | energy efficiency in Energy
Belgrade (2021) Coordination
EU’s Green Agenda Group
for the Western (2005)
Balkans — EU for
Green Agenda in
Serbia (2022)
Source: Author’s own research.
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The EU and China have recently emerged as the principal foreign
energy investors in Serbia. While the EU functions primarily as a normative
power — given Serbia’s candidate status and obligation to harmonize its
legislation with the EU energy acquis communautaire — China has become
the second-largest energy investor in the country, with RE investments
assuming an increasingly prominent role.

Through the Energy Support Package of EUR 165 million (2022), the
EU has cumulatively invested over EUR 1 billion in Serbia’s energy sector
between 2000 and 2024 (EU Projects in Serbia, n.d.a), targeting
diversification of energy sources and routes, energy security, market
liberalization, and energy transition. Additionally, the EU allocated EUR 31
million for the construction of the Kostolac wind farm, currently underway,
and EUR 16.1 million for the revitalization of the Vlasina hydropower plant
(EU Projects in Serbia, n.d.a). An overview of active EU-funded climate-
and RE-related projects in Serbia is provided in Table 3.

Table 3: Active EU-funded climate- and RE-related projects in Serbia®

No. Project Value (EUR) Implementatlon
period

Construction of Municipal Wastewater

1. Treatment and Collection System in Nis 38,088,811 2022-2026

2. | Rehabilitation of Bistrica Hydropower Plant 7,722,671 by 2027
Improvement of Energy Efficiency and

3. | Integrated Energy Management of the 21,544,983 2023-2027
Campus of Technical Faculties in Belgrade

a Development of.the Biomass market in the 9,000,000 2024-2029
Republic of Serbia

5, Support to the Energy Efficiency 5,000,000 2023-2027
Administration

6. | The Trans-Balkan Electricity Corridor 31,200,000 2009-

7. E;tha)ir;d EBRD Action for Energy efficiency in 4,500,000 by 2027

8 The research focused on selected criteria ‘environment’ and ‘energy’ on the portal
#EUforyou.
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No. Project Value (EUR) Implem(?ntatlon
period
Medical Military Academy reconstruction
8. | to meet energy efficiency, health and safety 5,000,000 2021-2025
standards
9. Prc'>m.ot|on of Energy Efficiency in Public 26,000,000 2021-2026

Buildings

10. | EU for Green Agenda in Serbia 7,200,000 2022-2026

11. | Kostolac Wind Farm construction 31,200,000 by mid 2025

12. Reconstruction of Vlasina Hydropower 16,100,000 by 2028
Plant
EU PPF Programme — preparation of

13. fcechnlcal and tenc_ler documentation for 21,000,000 )
infrastructure projects related to energy,
environment and transport sectors

14. EU for Kraljevo Wastewater Collection and 11,900,000 2021-2026
Treatment

15. !mprovmg Chapter 27 planning and 1,999,800 2023-2026
implementation

16. SCADA Platform for Qas Distribution 1,694,515 2023-2026
System Operator project

17. | EU for Circular Economy in Serbia 700,000 2025-2027

18. | The Bio-Waste 5 Regions project 14,100,000 2025

Source: Author’s own research (based on: EU Projects in Serbia, n.d.b)

Although the signing of the Framework agreement on economic and
technological infrastructure cooperation in 2009 marked revival of
contemporary relations between Serbia and China (Vladisavljev, 2023),
these relations further deepened through Serbia’s involvement in the Belt
and Road Initiative in 2013 and the China-Central and Eastern European
countries (CEECs) cooperation format (see Graph 1). Since then, the
economic component of these relations was the most prominent one and
was marked by three directions of development: changes in trade
patterns, the volume of loans, and the inflow of Chinese investments
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(Ivanovié¢ & Zaki¢, 2023, p. 65). The Free Trade Agreement with China that
Serbia signed in 2023 “merely codified what have been developing over
the past five to six years” —a rise in trade exchange from over $S2 billion in
2019 to an estimated $6.8 billion (Alimpijevi¢, 2025).

Energy sector has appeared as one of the most important regarding
Chinese investments in Serbia. When it comes to China’s presence in
Serbia’s RE sector, this presence was not visible until recently since, at first,
China has been investing into fossil fuels Serbian facilities. Nowadays,
China’s RE-related projects in Serbia are estimated at 5 bilion dollars
(Ristovi¢, 2024). Apart of several modest solar and wind projects, China
signed memorandum of understanding (MoU) with Serbia at the
beginning of 2024 which envisages the biggest RE investment in the
Western Balkans so far. This MoU was signed between the ministry and
China’s Shanghai Fengling Renewable Co Ltd and Serbia Zijin Copper, a
local subsidiary of Zijin Mining, providing $2.18 billion to build wind and
solar power plants and a hydrogen production facility in Serbia by 2028
(Reuters, 2024).

Graph 1: China’s investments in Serbia by sectors, 2010-2023
(in million EUR)

China's investments in Serbia by sectors, 2010-2023
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Source: AEI, 2025.
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Notably, several RE projects in Serbia, such as “Agrosolar”, “Maestrale
Ring” and “Vetrozelena”, are being operated jointly by EU and Chinese
companies (Ristovié, 2024). This convergence is driven by both economic
and political rationales: Chinese RE equipment is competitively priced,
while Serbia’s EU candidate status offers a slightly more permissive
environment regarding the EU’s regulatory standards.

Meanwhile, access to critical materials and control over low-carbon
supply chains have emerged as core components of green foreign energy
policy, as already stated. Great powers are employing a combination of
regulatory, diplomatic, and economic tools — such as “friend-shoring” —
(re)directing some supply chains’ segments towards allies or political
aligned countries (Vivoda & Matthews, 2024; Prontera, 2024, p. 30) to
secure these vital inputs. In Serbia, this competition unfolds in the realm
of resource extraction. While China has consolidated its position in Eastern
Serbia through mining operations, the EU has pushed forward the
controversial Jadar project in Western Serbia. As some authors highlighted,
this project became “a focal point for environmental activism, national
politics, and geopolitical manoeuvring” (Vivoda & Loginova, 2025).

China’s mining activities in Eastern Serbia resulted with rising utility
sector from third to second place of overall Chinese investments in Serbia
which, consequently, lowered energy sector from second to third place
(see Graph 1). These activities are integral to China’s strategy of securing
raw materials essential for green technology manufacturing. However, the
extracted resources are entirely exported to China, effectively reducing
Serbia’s role to that of a resource provider — top one exporters from Serbia
in 2024 were Zijin Copper and Zijin Mining which operate copper mines
in Eastern Serbia (Alimpijevi¢, 2025).° China’s Zijin Mining Group acquired
a majority stake (63%) in Serbia’s RTB Bor in 2018, becoming thus Serbia
Zijin Copper, and continue to mine primarily copper and gold in Eastern
Serbia (Baletic, 2024). Apart from hard investing (see Graph 1), China’s
mining activities in Eastern Serbia are followed by many controversial

% The second and third companies that were among top three Chinese exporters from
Serbia in 2024 were HBIS (operating steel in Smederevo) and Linglong (producing
various types of wires in Zrenjanin) (Alimpijevi¢, 2025).
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issues regarding violations of labour rights (China Labor Watch, 2025),
operating without significant environmental licences and polluting the
environment (Baletic, 2025; Alimpijevi¢, 2025) which have sparked
widespread public opposition and environmental protests.

In parallel, the EU’s attempt to secure lithium through the Jadar project
has become one of the most politically charged and environmentally
contested issues in Serbia.? This project has brought to the fore the
biggest environmental protests in Serbia so far, resulting in using this case
as one of the most important political tools for opposing current political
regime. Although mining corporation, Rio Tinto, founded subsidiary in
Serbia in 2001 for conducting geological and mining activities, the last five
years saw the “ecological uprising” against building the mine (Balkan
Green Energy News, 2024). Public organised into protests, scientific
community gathered to speak against the project and about its harmful
environmental and health impact, several public debates and scientific
conferences were organised, resulting with annulling Government’s
Decree on the spatial plan for mine in 2022, just before April elections.
However, Rio Tinto initiated reopening of project activities — Serbian
Government reinstated Rio Tinto’s spatial plan licence in 2024 and the
project continued to be supported by ruling party so far. In June 2025,
European Commission declared Jadar project in Serbia one of its strategic
projects for critical raw materials, which has met great criticism in Serbia
reinforcing fears of Serbia becoming a “mining colony” (EWB, 2025).
Nevertheless, the final decision on granting the operating permit remains
with domestic authorities and is still pending.

As could be seen, the EU dominates Serbia’s renewable energy sector
in terms of investments. However, China appears as significant green
superpower, particularly through its pivot from fossil fuels to renewable
investments. The EU and China pursue their green foreign energy policy
towards Serbia through distinct modes —the EU as a regulatory power and
China as an economic power. Their “green power”, thus, reflects broader

10 Jadar Valley also holds significant content of jadarite mineral that contains lithium
and boron, also needed for RE technologies.
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geopolitical objectives and spring from different tools, modes of
engagement and energy transition perspective.

Serbia at the intersection of the EU’s and China’s
green foreign energy policy

Historically, Serbia has been situated at the crossroads of geopolitical
interests, often between East and West — traditionally between Russia
(and, more recently, China) on one side, and the EU and the United States
on the other. This geopolitical ambivalence continues to shape Serbia’s
foreign policy, especially as the country attempts to navigate the growing
competition between the EU and China in the realm of green foreign
energy policy. The contrast between the EU’s regulatory, norm-driven
model and China’s economically pragmatic, infrastructure-led approach
presents Serbia with both opportunities and dilemmas.

On one hand, Serbia is bound by its status as a candidate for EU
membership and its obligations as a contracting party of the Energy
Community. These frameworks require alignment with the EU’s energy
acquis communautaire, particularly in the RE domain and environmental
standards. Significant legislative progress has been made in this direction:
Serbia adopted a package of RE-related laws in 2021 (amended in 2024),
alongside two pivotal strategic documents — Integrated National Energy
and Climate Plan for the period up to 2030 with a vision to 2050, and the
Energy Sector Development Strategy of the Republic of Serbia up to 2040
with Projections up to 2050, both finalized in 2024. These significant
strategic and legislative documents focus on increasing share of RES,
enhancing energy efficiency, and attracting foreign investments, among
others. Additionally, the scale and scope of EU-funded energy projects
previously mentioned affirm that the EU’s regulatory framework continues
to serve as the principal external context shaping Serbia’s energy transition.

At the same time, Serbia maintains close economic relations with China,
whose investments in energy infrastructure are significant but less burdened
by political or environmental conditionalities. This flexibility is attractive to
Serbian policymakers facing urgent investment needs in a country still
heavily reliant on coal, burdened by outdated infrastructure, and home to
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energy-intensive industries. Thus, Serbia finds itself balancing between the
regulatory pull of the EU and the economic pragmatism of China. This raises
first dilemma: how to balance regulatory convergence with the EU while
maintaining economic diversification and diplomatic autonomy.

However, while Serbia is generally open to RE investments regardless
of origin, the other dimension of green foreign energy policy — namely,
access to critical raw materials — has generated widespread public
resistance. This highlights a clear divergence between elite preferences
and societal attitudes, particularly when it comes to foreign-led mining
projects. Environmental activism in Serbia, which has become increasingly
organized and influential, has emerged as a vocal opponent to
government-led deals involving strategic resource exploitation. Notable
cases include public protests against the EU-supported Jadar project and
growing dissatisfaction with China’s environmentally controversial mining
operations in Eastern Serbia. Thus, other significant dilemma arising from
the intersection of the EU’s and China’s green foreign energy policies lies
is so-called investment vs. sovereignty dilemma. Namely, foreign
investments — especially in mining — can result in a loss of control over
strategic resources. Serbia faces the challenge of maximizing green growth
opportunities without ceding control over national assets or
compromising environmental protection. Environmental protection in
Serbia thus rises as the biggest concern of applied EU’s and China’s green
foreign energy approaches, making urgent the need for institutionalizing
environmental governance and strategic resource management as pillars
of Serbia’s foreign policy. Risk of being perceived as merely resource
provider or a project host thus need to be carefully managed.

Reaching energy- and climate-related goals in accordance with
undertaken energy transition commitments is binding strategy. These
commitments must be pursued in ways that align with domestic
development priorities and environmental protection standards. For small
states like Serbia, aligning with dominant international energy transition
strategies is essential for global credibility. Yet, such alignment should not
come at the cost of environmental degradation, social discontent, or loss
of strategic autonomy. Achieving a balance between regulatory
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convergence and economic diversification is therefore not merely a
technical challenge but a fundamental foreign policy question.

CONCLUSION

This chapter examined the competing green visions of two green
superpowers — the EU and China — on the case of Republic of Serbia.
Competing green visions of great powers have contributed to the
fragmentation of the established international order, and small states like
Serbia are not exclusion from this notion. On the contrary, Serbia
represents a solid example of how state’s undefined foreign policy
trajectory positions it simultaneously as both a partner and a battleground
in new energy race.

Renewable energy sources and low-carbon technologies have
emerged as critical drivers of contemporary international relations and
foreign policy strategies. In Serbia, while RE investments are largely
welcomed for their role in modernization and decarbonization, the
extractive dimension of green foreign energy policies — especially in the
context of lithium and copper mining — has raised deep and legitimate
concerns. Strong grassroots opposition to the Jadar project and Chinese-
operated mining activities in Eastern Serbia reflects growing societal
awareness that environmental costs cannot be externalized in the name
of energy transition. Environmental degradation, in this context, becomes
the highest price to pay, particularly given that truly sustainable
development requires a careful balance among environmental, social, and
economic dimensions.

As illustrated by the EU and China — where their green foreign energy
strategies are deeply intertwined with (supra)national energy and
economic interests — Serbia must also draw lessons. While mining projects
potentially lead to economic benefits, their effects on the environment
remain questionable. In this regard, energy transition should satisfy not
only the economic dimension, but also social and environmental ones as
they together comprise truly sustainable development. Bearing in mind
the risk of being perceived as simultaneously the site of RE investment
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and extractive exploitation, Serbia should benefit from formulating a
coherent energy and foreign policy strategy.

Although elaboration of green foreign energy policy approaches of the
EU and China on the example of one small state may appear analytically
reductive, Serbia is a solid illustration of how the intersection of these
green energy approaches influences small state’s foreign policy
preferences and domestic governance. While the investment component
of both EU’s and China’s strategies is broadly embraced by policymakers,
regardless of origin, environmental implications of these approaches have
generated public resistance, revealing a clear disconnect between elite
preferences and grassroots concerns. Public opposition to projects like
Jadar and to Chinese mining operations in Eastern Serbia has emerged as
a key fault line in Serbia’s RE cooperation with the EU and China.

Finally, this analysis should not be understood as an attempt to portray
Serbia as a passive recipient of external pressures or to deny its agency in
shaping policy decisions. Rather, it underlines the complexity of securitized
and competitive global energy environment and the need of small states
to balance between competing green superpowers while securing its own
environmental integrity and long-term energy resilience.
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INTRODUCTION™

As a result of globalization and the policy of liberalizing the flow of
goods and capital, production has moved to countries with lower
production costs. In the global race for technological supremacy (Filipovic¢
& Ignjatovi¢, 2021), it is noticeable that there has been a redistribution of
competitiveness in the industry sector and that large economies are
looking for ways to improve their position.

The European Union (EU) has recognized the need to take key measures
in order to improve the competitiveness of industry, which is a key sector
of the economy and together with construction constitutes about 23% of
the total gross domestic product (GDP). Although industry directly employs
35 million people, which represents a quarter of the total number of
employees in the EU, there is a noticeable trend of decreasing participation
of employees in industry, while the participation of employees in the
service sector is increasing (De Haas & Hoflmayr, 2019). Within the industry,
the most important is the processing industry, which employs about 30
million people and realizes a quarter of the total created value of the
economy (Eurostat, 2025a). After the recovery from the COVID-19
pandemic, industrial production in the EU again recorded a negative trend
in the summer of 2022. In the period from August 2022 to September 2024,
industrial production decreased by more than 6% (Eurostat, 2025b).
Germany, as the continent’s industrial powerhouse, is particularly affected,
but slowdowns are also evident in France, Italy, and Spain.

Faced with the problem of deindustrialization (Di Berardino, Doganieri
& Onesti, 2021; Herzeg, 2020), the EU has defined a plan for the further
development of the industry (European Commission, 2025a), which in the
period 2025-2030 will entail support of 750-800 billion euros, which
corresponds to 4.4%-4.7% of the EU’s GDP. The process of
deindustrialization of European industry is caused by several reasons

™ The paper presents findings of a study developed as a part of the research project
“Contributing to Modern Partnerships: Assessments of Sino-EU-Serbian Relations”,
funded by the Science Fund of the Republic of Serbia (2023-2025), Grant No. 7294,
which is implemented by the Institute of International Politics and Economics and
Institute of Social Sciences from the Republic of Serbia.
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(Obst, 2023). One of the main ones is the rise in energy prices, which
further led to inflation, and for the sake of reducing inflation, the monetary
authorities increased the level of the reference interest rate, which had a
negative impact on investments, the level of production and, ultimately,
on demand. Structurally, Europe’s industrial base is not as strong as it once
was, facing intensifying global competition and a continued shift towards
a service-driven economy. Although energy prices have declined since
2023, they are still significantly higher than in the United States of America
(the US) and China, exacerbating cost pressures in manufacturing
(Chiacchio et al., 2023). Without going into a deeper analysis of internal
causes here, it is evident that the further trend of industrial production in
the EU will be influenced by the geopolitical situation and the relations
that the EU has with its most important trade partners.

In addition to the rise in energy prices, the EU industry is significantly
affected by the current US protectionist policy. For the EU, the most
important export market for final products is the US with a share of 20.4%
in the total value of exports in 2024, followed by Great Britain with a share
of 13.2% and China with a share of 8.3% (Eurostat, 2025c). On the other
hand, the EU imports the most goods from China, whose participation in
total EU imports is at the level of 20.1%, followed by the USA with 12.9%.
In 2024, the EU achieved a surplus of 147 billion euros, which is 113 billion
euros more than in 2023. In the past ten years, the EU has recorded a
trade surplus every year, except for 2022, when high energy prices led to
a significant deficit. In 2024, the EU had the highest annual growth rate of
exports to the USA (5.6%) and Japan (4.5%), while the largest decline in
exports was to China (-4.6%) and South Korea (-2.7%). In terms of imports,
the EU had the biggest drop in imports from Norway (-13.0%) and Japan
(-10.7%), and the biggest increase in imports was from India (+9.0%) and
Brazil (+3.2%).

In addition to the direct impact of tariffs imposed by the US on the EU
(McKibbin & Noland, 2025), astronomical US tariffs on China may lead to
the diversion of Chinese goods from the US to the EU, which was already
the case during the 2017-2019 US-China trade war (Evenett & Espejo,
2025; Stanojevic¢ & Zaki¢, 2023). The current protectionist trade policy led
by the US will strongly affect not only EU exports, but also the industrial
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and general economic performance of the countries that export the most
to the US - Italy and Germany. The increase in tariffs on the export of
European cars to the USA represents a significant risk, especially for these
two countries, because the export of machinery and transport equipment
accounts for over 7% of the total export of Germany and 9% of the total
export of Italy. At the same time, the European industry faces another
critical challenge — the transition to electric vehicles. Chinese
manufacturers have established a significant lead in the production of
electric vehicles, raising concerns about the competitiveness of European
automakers. In addition, the EU is losing competitiveness in other
branches of high technology that are associated with the green transition,
of which the EU is the biggest advocate.

The aim of this research is to determine the key changes that affect
the process of deindustrialization of the EU and to determine the
competitiveness of the EU in the area of clean energy technologies. The
remainder of this paper is organized as follows: Section 2 of this paper
indicates the importance of the increase in energy prices for industry in
the EU. Section 3 provides an overview of the decarbonisation process
and key effects on the industry sector. Section 4 analyzes EU
competitiveness in key clean energy technologies. At the end, concluding
remarks are presented in Section 5.

ENERGY PRICE RISE

The Russian-Ukrainian conflict caused an explosion of prices on the
energy market. The shortage of Russian gas, the European oil embargo
against Russia and the lack of infrastructure for short-term substitutes (eg.
LNG terminals) have led to a complete explosion of prices in energy
markets, with price growth reaching an all-time high in 2022. In addition,
some landlocked European countries faced the problem of natural gas
supply, which had consequences not only for industrial production but
also for wider socio-economic sectors (Radovanovi¢ & Filipovi¢, 2025).

In the EU, energy accounts for between 5.7% and 8.4% of production

costs in the chemical industry, man-made fibres, iron, steel and paper
sectors. Although energy prices have been on a downward trend since
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2023, electricity prices are at significantly higher levels compared to pre-
pandemic and pre-energy crisis rates. Wholesale electricity prices in
Europe in 2024 averaged 85 euros/MWh, which is significantly higher than
56 euros/MWh, which was the average price in the period 2008-2020
(Eurochambers, 2025). The same trend is observed in gas prices. A return
to pre-crisis price levels seems unlikely in the near future, and the current
context is more indicative of the need for structural changes in European
industry (Figure 1). At the same time, the final price of electricity, in
addition to production costs, is significantly affected by the amount of
environmental taxation, which is the highest in the most developed EU
industrial countries (Golusin et al., 2013), while in the US industry does
not pay taxes and carbon dioxide costs.

Figure 1. Oil and natural gas prices for the industrial sector
in the EU, in EUR
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Source: Eurostat 2025d and Eurostat 2025e.

After the drop in 2023, preliminary data for 2024 shows that average
electricity prices for energy-intensive industries in the EU have decreased
by only 5% compared to the previous year and are still 65% higher than in
2019. Despite falling from record highs in 2022 and slightly lower
compared to 2023, electricity prices for energy-intensive industries in the

164



Risks for Serbian Foreign Policy in the Fragmentation of the International Order

EU in 2024 were, on average, twice as high as in the US and 50% higher
than in China (IEA, 2025a). On average, electricity prices in the EU for
energy-intensive industries were 160% higher in 2022 than in 2019, while
average consumers saw an increase of 80% and prices for low-consumer
businesses increased by 60%. In 2023, the situation changed, with small
and medium-sized consumers continuing to face significant price
increases. Differences became less noticeable in consumption levels in
2024 in most EU countries, with retail prices for industry averaging around
1.5 times higher than in 2019.

Due to high energy prices, energy-intensive industries are the most
affected. In the EU between July 2021 and November 2022, industrial
production in the chemical sector and the base metal production sector
decreased by 12% and 8% respectively. In Germany, chemical production
decreased by almost 20%, and in the paper industry by 13%. In Italy, the
production of base metals fell by 18%, and in the Netherlands by 19%.
Other industry sectors are also suffering as volatile and high energy prices
generally negatively affect investment decisions. At the same time,
European industry is under pressure as China strengthens its
competitiveness, while the US administration pursues a tough tariff policy.
Strained geopolitical relations further complicate the supply of scarce
resources, which altogether require a new approach to European
industrial policy.

IMPACT OF DECARBONIZATION POLICY

In addition to high energy prices, European industry is under the
pressure of decarbonization and is faced with the constant tightening of
regulations and environmental standards. And while the EU has introduced
binding legislation to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by at least 55% by
2030 from 1990 levels, the US has set a non-binding target of 50-52%
reductions from 2005 levels, and the Chinese president has stated that
China will peak carbon emissions by 2030, followed by carbon neutrality
by 2060 (not all greenhouse gases are taken into account). In 2024, the EU
recorded a 12% reduction in emissions from electricity production, while
the US achieved a more modest decrease of 0.3% and China had an
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increase in emissions of 1.3% (IEA, 2025b). The different approach to
decarbonisation has imposed huge short-term investment needs for EU
companies that US and Chinese companies do not face. It is estimated that
in the next 15 years, decarbonization will cost 500 billion euros for
European energy-intensive industries (chemical industry, metal production,
non-metal and mineral production, pulp and paper industry), while the
costs for European shipping and aviation will amount to about 100 billion
euros every year from 2031 to 2050 (European Commission, 2025a).

To decarbonize, in 2005, the EU established the European Trading
System (ETS) as the first international market for carbon emission permits.
Due to the tightening of regulations and the energy crisis, the price of
emission permits reached a historical peak in March 2023 (105.73 euros),
and is currently around 68 euros per ton of carbon dioxide. With the
adoption of the package of laws in 2021, the ETS market entered the fourth
phase of reforms (2021-2030) and includes companies engaged in industrial
production, electricity and thermal energy production, the aviation sector
and maritime transport (from 2024), which together emit 40% of the total
greenhouse gas emissions in the EU. Although at the beginning of the
market development, energy-intensive sectors were entitled to a certain
part of free permits, free permits are gradually being abolished.

The last reform of the ETS in this phase was in 2023, when the Carbon
Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) was adopted, which entails the
introduction of a carbon tax for the import of certain products (aluminum,
iron, steel, artificial fertilizers, electricity, and hydrogen) from third
countries. From 2027, the new ETS2 system should be operational, which
would include carbon dioxide emissions from fuel combustion in buildings,
road traffic, and sectors that were not covered by the ETS until now.
Emissions monitoring and reporting will begin in 2025, and during the first
three years of ETS2 operation, if the price of permits exceeds 45 euros (in
2020 prices, i.e. adjusted for inflation), additional permits may be released
from the ETS2 market stability reserve to address excessive price increases.
If gas or oil prices are extremely high in 2026, the start of the ETS2 system
could be delayed to 2028 to ensure its smooth implementation.

Setting ambitious decarbonisation targets has led to a demand for
energy production technologies with low marginal production costs, such
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as renewable energy sources and nuclear power. The share of renewable
energy sources in total final energy consumption in 2023 in the EU was
around 22%, compared to 14% in China and 9% in the US (IEA, 2024b).
The EU aims to reach 42.5% of energy consumption from renewable
sources by 2030, which will require almost tripling the installed capacity
for solar energy production and doubling the capacity for energy
production from wind generators. Additionally, the EU is banning the use
of internal combustion engines from 2035, implying an increase in
demand for electric cars.

The automotive sector is perhaps the best example of how the EU has
not harmonized its decarbonisation policy with its industrial policy. The
automotive industry is one of the key sectors of European industry, both
in terms of employment (6.1% of total employment in the EU) and
production (8% of the added value of production in the EU). Germany,
France and Italy have a share of 45% in the total production of cars in the
EU and 72% in the total added value of the sector. And yet, in all three
countries, there is a noticeable trend of deindustrialization. However, at
the same time, production in Czechia, Poland and Hungary did not change,
and the reason for this may be the fact that several companies outside
the EU started production in those countries. Thus, the Indian company
Tata built a new factory in Slovakia and began to produce two Land Rover
models. Likewise, Ford, Toyota and Hyundai-Kia increased their car
production by 20%-70% and in 2023, they produced two more models
than in 2018.

The automotive industry is one of the key sectors of European industry,
both in terms of employment (6.1% of total employment in the EU) and
production (8% of the added value of production in the EU). Germany,
France and Italy have a share of 45% in the total production of cars in the
EU and 72% in the total added value of the sector. And yet, in all three
countries, there is a noticeable trend of deindustrialization. However, at
the same time, production in Czechia, Poland and Hungary did not change,
and the reason for this may be the fact that several companies outside
the EU started production in those countries. Thus, the Indian company
Tata built a new factory in Slovakia and began to produce two Land Rover
models. Likewise, Ford, Toyota and Hyundai-Kia increased their car
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production by 20%-70% and in 2023, they produced two more models
thanin 2018.

The number of cars produced in the three leading countries (Germany,
France and Italy) started to decrease already in 2019. The lowest point was
reached in 2021, when the number of cars leaving production facilities was
35% (ltaly) to 52% (France) less than in 2018. When demand revived,
automakers were unable to procure enough materials and other equipment
(eg, semiconductors), limiting their production in 2022 and beyond.

According to the analysis of Garrone, Marotta & Reuter (2025), the
total sales of German brands (based on their production worldwide, not
just in Germany) in 2023 was 13% lower than the level of 2018, sales of
Italian brands decreased by 18.4%, while sales of French brands were
almost halved (-41.9%). Over the previous six years, the market share of
French brands decreased by 37% (from 5.5% to 3.5%), Italian brands had
a decline of 11% (from 1.6% to 1.4%). The market share of German brands
is slightly more stable when comparing 2023 to 2018, but 2020 is proving
to be a turning point, as German brands began to follow French and Italian
brands, with a drop in market share of 12% (from 17% to 14.9%).
Interestingly, the loss does not refer to the general trend in the markets,
but is mainly related to China, the most important destination for sales of
German brands. As of 2020, the share of German brands in that market
dropped by almost a fifth (from 25.1% to 20.7%).

A key strategic challenge for European car manufacturers is the
transition to electric vehicles, which has been accelerated by strict EU
environmental regulations. Traditional European manufacturers, such as
Volkswagen, Renault and Stellantis, face the huge investments needs to
develop battery technology, while at the same time losing their advantage
over Chinese companies (Geely, Xiaomi, Chery, Nio, BAIC, SAIC, BYD, etc.)
that offer cheaper and more technologically advanced models. As the
electrification of the global vehicle market progresses, German, French
and ltalian manufacturers are facing a decline in market share, particularly
in the electric vehicle sector.

German brands have a significantly lower market share in the electric
car market compared to the market for vehicles with traditional engines,
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and the accelerated electrification in China further worsens their global
share. In 2023, the market share of German brands in China’s electric car
market was less than a quarter of their share in the market for vehicles
with traditional engines.

French and Italian manufacturers are also experiencing a decline in the
electric car market segment, but with the added problem of not being
able to maintain competitiveness even in the market for vehicles with
traditional engines. French brands have half the share of the domestic
electric car market compared to the fossil fuel engine market, while Italian
brands are seeing a third drop in global sales of electric cars compared to
traditional vehicles.

In addition to the lack of competition in the production of electric cars,
European manufacturers are facing the introduction of new tariffs, which
means that their prices are rising in the US market. Stellantis has large
production facilities in the US (in Tulsa, Oklahoma), so that problem could
be overcome by expanding production in the US for the local market, but
this trend also means less production in the EU.

The EU not only lags behind China in establishing a supply chain in the
production of electric vehicles, but also has higher production costs.
Together, this resulted in the market share of European car manufacturers
in the European electric vehicle market decreasing from 80% in 2015 to
60% in 2023, while the share of Chinese electric car manufacturers in
Europe increased from 5% to almost 15% (European Commission, 2025b).

LOSS OF COMPETITIVENESS IN GREEN TECHNOLOGIES

In the latest report of the International Energy Agency (IEA, 2024a), it
was estimated that the total market value of six key clean energy
technologies (solar photovoltaic systems, wind generators, electric
vehicles, batteries, hydrogen and heat pumps) is over USD 700 billion,
which is approximately equal to half the value of the total produced
natural gas in 2023. Compared to 2015, the market value of these
technologies has increased more than four times, and it is estimated that
by 2035 this market will be worth more than USD 2,000 billion, which is
close to the value of the world crude oil market.
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In 2023, the total investment in the production of clean technologies
achieved a growth of 50% and was worth USD 235 billion, which is almost
10% of the growth of the total investment in the world economy. Four-
fifths of investments in the production of clean technologies in 2023 were
directed to the production of solar photovoltaic systems and batteries,
and electric vehicle plants accounted for an additional 15%.

Trade in clean technologies amounted to USD 200 billion in 2023 and
is estimated to reach USD 575 billion in 2035, which is 50% more than the
current value of global natural gas trade. The largest share is the trade in
electric cars (followed by solar panels), which has doubled since 2020 and
reached a fifth of the value of trade in all cars in 2023. The value of China’s
cleantech exports is estimated to exceed USD 340 billion in 2035, roughly
equal to the projected oil export earnings of Saudi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates combined in 2024.

Although in some of these technologies, the EU was the initiator and
leader, over time it lost its leadership position. In the production of wind
generators, the EU producers are under increasing pressure from Chinese
companies that offer increasingly competitive products at lower prices.
Complicating matters for European manufacturers is the fact that this
industry relies heavily on complex supply chains, which can be subject to
disruption, trade tensions and shortages of critical raw materials. In the
production of wind generators, there is a significant participation of
copper and steel, as well as rare materials whose production is
concentrated in only a few countries, which indicates the need for
diversification in supply if one wants to support the growth of this branch
of industry.

In 2024, the EU was second, after China, in installed capacities of solar
photovoltaic systems. Although the EU still has a strong role in research
and innovation, it is highly dependent on imports of solar systems from
China, where more than 90% of global manufacturing facilities are located
(the EU, the US and India each have a market share of around 1%). It is
estimated that the production costs of a photovoltaic module are more
than 40% higher in the EU than in China (IEA, 2024b), and the reason for
this is not only higher labor, energy and investment costs, but also that
China has economies of scale and vertically integrated production.
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For EU battery manufacturers, the aggravating circumstance is the
heavy reliance on importing components from China (cathodes and
anodes) and high production costs, which are 70% to 130% higher per unit
of production capacity than in China. The situation is similar in the
production of heat pumps and electrolyzers because EU producers have
a problem in the supply chain and a high dependence on critical raw
materials and components. In addition, production costs are significantly
affected by the price of electricity in the EU, which is higher compared to
the competition, and the demand for hydrogen, which is still not fully
developed in the EU.

The EU is highly dependent on imports of rare raw materials and the
supply is highly concentrated in only a few countries. For example, the EU
is completely (100%) supplied with heavy rare earth elements from China,
99% of boron is imported from Turkey, 71% of platinum and an even
higher percentage of platinum group metals are imported from South
Africa. In order to enable a reliable supply, the European Commission
created a list of critical raw materials for the EU in 2011 (CRM), which is
reviewed and updated every three years. The first list contained 14 crm,
and the last fifth, which was published in 2023, identified 34 CRMs, 17 of
which were classified as strategic raw materials.

In order to diversify the supply, the EU adopted the Critical Raw
Materials Act (2023), which, together with the Net-Zero Industry Act, 2024,
should create a favorable regulatory environment for improving the
competitiveness of European industry. The Critical Raw Materials Act
entered into force in May 2024 and aims to ensure that extraction,
processing and recycling of strategic raw materials in the EU reach 10%,
40% and 25% of annual EU consumption by 2030, respectively.

In order to reduce its dependence on the import of critical raw materials,
especially from China, the EU has defined projects related to certain raw
materials that are of strategic importance to the EU. On March 25, 2025,
the European Commission adopted the first list of ,strategic projects” on
the territory of the EU for which simplified provisions for permits will be
applied, easier access to financing will be provided and institutional support
will be provided for connecting with relevant customers (European
Commission, 2025c). So far, 47 projects have been selected in 13 EU
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member states that relate to 14 CRMs and include different segments of
the value chain from mining to processing and their recycling.

No company can apply for a project to obtain the status of ,strategic”
without first obtaining approval from the state in which the project would
be implemented. Likewise, in the event that a project is declared strategic
by the European Commission, the authorized bodies in the countries
where the project would be implemented are not required to issue
permits to contractors. The call for strategic projects is always open, but
applications received will be evaluated four times each year.

Likewise, on June 4, 2025, the European Commission adopted the first
list of strategic projects located in non-European countries, and among
those 13 projects was the Jadar lithium mining project in Serbia. Global
lithium production is currently dominated by Australia, Chile and China,
and the largest European reserves are located in Germany and the Czech
Republic, while Serbia is in third place. The EU imports 60% of processed
lithium from China. In addition to lithium, the EU has given strategic
importance to 4 projects for graphite mining (in Ukraine, Norway and
Kazakhstan), 3 projects for nickel (in New Caledonia, Canada and Brazil),
2 projects for rare earth elements (Malawi and South Africa) and one
project each for tungsten (Great Britain), cobalt (Zambia) and copper
(Norway). In addition, the European Commission intends to form a joint
CRM purchasing platform this year, where it would use previous
experience in purchasing natural gas.

U increases funding and investment in CRM projects. In July 2024, the
European Commission and the European Bank for Reconstruction and
Development (EBRD) launched a joint mechanism to provide capital
investments for research activities, with the aim of mobilizing around 100
million euros of investments. In March 2025, the European Investment
Bank (EIB) adopted a new initiative for CRM that plans to invest 2 billion
euros in these projects. In March 2025, the European Commission
published an Action Plan for the automotive industry, which has a share
of 7% in the gross domestic product of the EU and employs 13.8 million
people (directly and indirectly). Within this plan, a special part refers to
electric cars, which have a share of 15% in the EU market, and batteries,
which on average make up 30-40% of the value of an electric car. The EU’s
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aim is to increase the share of electric cars by supporting the demand of
corporate fleets which account for 60% of registered cars in the EU. In
addition, it is planned to support companies that produce batteries in the
total value of 1.8 billion euros, as well as the introduction of requirements
related to the origin of batteries and components of electric vehicles. Also,
as part of this package, it was announced the creation of a mechanism
that will facilitate access to raw materials for batteries for car
manufacturers based on the pooling of their investments.

Some EU countries are already allocating funds for CRM projects,
including the establishment of national investment funds. In 2023, France
established a public-private investment fund for CRM, which includes EUR
500 million from the French government and seeks to raise an additional
EUR 1.5 billion from private investors. In Germany, a EUR 1 billion CRM
fund has been created, managed by the German state development bank.
The Italian government announced the creation of a fund with the support
of one billion euros of public funds, and in the Netherlands the
establishment of a public-private investment fund to ensure access to CRM
was announced in March 2025. In the UK, a 15 million pound CRM Supply
Chain Innovation Support Program has been launched, and the National
Trust has invested 24 million pounds in a domestic lithium project. In
addition, an 850 million pound Automotive Transformation Fund has been
set up to support the development of the domestic CRM supply chain.

CONCLUSION

Europe’s industrial competitiveness is under pressure due to high
energy costs, decarbonisation policy supported by demanding
environmental standards that additionally impose costs to industry, as well
as growing competition from the US and Asia. As a result, there is a
relocation of production activities, especially energy-intensive industries,
to regions with lower energy prices. While in some European countries
policymakers are eager to reduce carbon emissions and achieve climate
policy goals, in most European countries policymakers worry that
decarbonization could not only lead to the relocation of emissions to
regions outside Europe, but also lead to deindustrialization.
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Despite the fact that the EU played a central role in the development
of clean technologies, today the leadership role is taken by China, primarily
thanks to lower production costs, in which energy costs play a significant
role. China not only has lower production costs, which are based, among
other things, on economies of scale, but its competitiveness is also based
on the fact that it has rare minerals that allow it to organize highly
integrated production.

The EU is aware of the loss of competitiveness and is trying to find a
way out of the vicious circle in which it fell thanks to this because it did
not adapt its industrial development to the new geopolitical circumstances
in which its position is further complicated by the strained political
relations with Russia, as well as the trade policy with the US and China.
The EU has adopted a new direction in improving the competitiveness of
the industry, which relies to the greatest extent on innovations and
investments in sectors that contribute to decarbonization. In addition, the
EU has adopted a regulation that aims to encourage diversification in the
supply of CRMs, which until now were mostly imported from China. A
mechanism for supporting investments in sectors that the EU has
identified as having strategic importance and which will provide it with
much-needed resources has been launched.

Although the EU is not giving up on the decarbonization of its entire
economy, it is evident that it is a complex and long-term process, while energy
crises require quick solutions that are followed by high energy prices.
Therefore, security and reliability in the supply of energy at reasonable energy
prices and the lack of key resources for the production of modern technologies
remain the key reasons for the loss of European competitiveness.
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FROM AGREEMENT TO IMPLEMENTATION:
THE FUTURE OF THE SINO-SERBIAN FREE TRADE DEAL

Katarina ZAKIC"

Abstract: Free trade agreements became a prominent trademark of the
globalisation process during last decades of the 20th century. China and
Serbia had positive orientations towards agreements in the past, which
resulted in China’s sixteen and Serbia’s seven agreements until 2023. The
improvement of trade relations between Serbia and China, exemplified
in signed Sino-Serbian free trade agreement, was due to previously
signed bilateral diplomatic agreements, of which the most important one
was the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Agreement, signed in 2016.
The Sino-Serbian free trade agreement effectively started in June 2024.
Within the agreement, each party nominated around 10,000 products,
which will reach zero tariffs in the next fifteen years. Agreement is
important not just in an economic sense, but also in a political sense. For
China, the main benefit is a diplomatic victory, since it signed a free trade
agreement, besides Switzerland and Iceland, with the third country in a
row in Europe. For Serbia, the gain is both political and economic. Serbia
is proving to be a loyal partner of China, a stance that is not typical for
many European countries, especially those aspiring for European Union
membership. Although the trade agreement provides good
opportunities for both parties, there are numerous challenges on the
Serbian side in order to improve its bilateral trade relations through the
agreement. The main limitations for Serbia in implementing the
agreement are volume of the production, transportation cost, highly
competitive Chinese market, unknown market for Serbian domestic
companies and lack of institutional support. Nevertheless, Serbian
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products that have export potential include frozen and processed fruit
products (made out of apples, raspberries, plums and prunes), oilseeds,
cheese, wine, rakija, pet food, mineral fuels, fertilisers, tanned leather
and leather products.

Keywords: Serbia, China, Free Trade Agreement, implementation, gains,
implications.

FREE TRADE AGREEMENTS IN THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD™

The origins of first free trade arrangements can be traced back to
Europe during 19th century (Chang, 2007). The way those trade
arrangements were functioning and the means used in that process versus
those used today within free trade agreements (FTA) significantly changed
over time. However, the main ideas behind the trade arrangements and
agreements remained the same — improve the trade volume, speed of
trade and remove direct and indirect barriers, which hinder trade
transactions. The origin of modern-day FTAs is connected to the
establishment of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in
1947, which was in use until the establishment of the World Trade
Organisation (WTO) in 1995, following many decades of unsuccessful
negotiations to transform GATT into WTO.

According to Athukorala (2020) ‘A free trade agreement is a treaty
between two or more countries under which all tariffs are eliminated on
goods produced in member countries while tariffs on trade with non-
member countries are maintained’. The WTO uses fallowing definition
‘Trade within the group is duty free but members set their own tariffs on
imports from non-members’ (WTO, n.d.).

In economic theory, the term preferential trade agreement is more
used, rather than free trade agreement, since a completely free trade
agreement rarely exists. Due to narratives primarily driven by politicians

™ The paper presents findings of a study developed as a part of the research project
“Contributing to Modern Partnerships: Assessments of Sino-EU-Serbian Relations”,
funded by the Science Fund of the Republic of Serbia (2023-2025), Grant No. 7294,
which is implemented by the Institute of International Politics and Economics and
Institute of Social Sciences from the Republic of Serbia.
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(Athukorala, 2020), the term ‘free trade agreement’ is more commonly
utilised in practice, and this term will be referenced further in the text.
Free trade agreements could be signed bilaterally (between two
countries), multilaterally (among more than two countries), one country
can sign with regional block, or inter-regionally (agreements between at
least two regional integrations). Unlike bilateral, multilateral agreements
in general have better economic potential because they usually comprise
the countries of one region, such as the European Union (EU) or the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), which can then form a
large market that is more competitive on the international scene.

For free trade agreements to work effectively, it is essential to have
the appropriate rules established. The most common way to control what
commodities can be part of an FTA is to follow the rule of origin (RoC),
which, in practice, testifies that the commodity is indeed a domestic
product of one country (Bjeli¢, 2019). When products are entirely
produced within one country, the rule of origin is straightforward to
determine, as all input materials and the final product originate from that
country. However, in cases when raw materials or semi-final products are
not originating from one country, RoC needs to be solved in a proper way.
Usually, the rule of origin can be established in two different ways. The
first one is called regional value content (RVC), and the second one is
change of tariff classification (CTC). RVC is based on a rule that ‘the cost
of material and processing cost within the member countries represent a
set minimum proportion of the value of the final product’ (Athukorala,
2020). Usually, countries agree that RVC should be at least 50% of the total
value (costs) of the goods that come from one country, but in some cases,
that value can go below that percentage (Bjeli¢, 2019). The CTC rule states
that materials (inputs) used in the production of goods from non-member
countries must have a different commodity code in the Harmonised
System (HS) compared to codes of final products made in the member
country (Athukorala, 2020). That means that input goods (materials) from
non-member countries must be sufficiently transformed in the FTA
member country to be considered original products. Since codes can be
with two digits (chapter), four digits (headings) or six digits (subheadings),
then transformation of two, four or six-digit codes is considered sufficient
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transformation of goods. Every country has a strict set of rules and
institutions that function to ensure these rules are followed, allowing for
the proper implementation of FTAs.

Due to the implementation of FTAs, trade flow and volume are
expected to increase among member countries, resulting in consumers
purchasing goods at lower prices. In addition to the initial benefits, there
are other positive effects coming from the FTAs. The division of labour
globally is improving even without FTAs, but with them, the process is
even quicker (GAC, 2022). Global value and transportation chains are
crucial to a company’s competitive strategy, and free trade agreements
enable businesses in member countries to leverage this opportunity
(Dadush & Prost, 2023). In order to exchange goods within FTAs, countries
need to follow a set of standards for produced products/services for them
to be compatible, so this standardisation will help them become
internationally recognised.

Although usually considered a positive thing within the international
economy, FTAs are not without their own set of controversies. Firstly,
countries that are not part of the trade agreement face discrimination,
which is an important consideration when parties are negotiating FTAs
(GAC, 2022). It is essential to evaluate whether the country risks losing
other partnerships due to the FTA, if this agreement conflicts with other
existing treaties and how it affects political relations (Dir, Baccini and Elsig,
2014). When countries sign multiple FTAs, the rules sometimes conflict or
overlap (so called ‘spaghetti bawl’ effect), which makes it challenging for
companies to navigate the various arrangements and regulations (GAC,
2022). The negative aspects of FTAs can be observed in instances where
the environment has been polluted, workers’ rights have been
compromised, and small to medium-sized businesses have faced intense
competition from foreign competitors. Additionally, there have been cases
of infringements of intellectual property rights when FTAs were ratified
(DU, Baccini and Elsig, 2014).

According to a report issued by the WTO (2025), as of May 2025, the
number of active regional trade agreements is 375, out of 619, and rest
of them are in some stages of negotiations. Figure 1 illustrates the changes
in the number of regional trade agreements over time, highlighting that
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the significant increase in free trade agreements (FTAs) began in the 1990s.
Not all FTAs are active, and many of them, due to changed circumstances,
were terminated.

Figure 1: Evolution of Regional Trade Agreements from 1948-May 2025
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While the number of FTAs is still increasing, at the same time, the
number of protectionist measures is also increasing. Kose and Mulabdi¢
(2024) in their study showed that from 2015 until 2023 the number of
restricting measures has been increased almost six times (see Figure 2).
The ongoing tariff problems with the new Trump administration in 2025
have already seriously impacted world trade, and it is difficult to predict
how much they will continue to hurt global trade.
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Figure 2: The number of trade policy interventions affecting goods
and services trade
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The focus of this analysis is on the Sino-Serbian FTA. The main research
question is dedicated to answering the question about the possibilities
and challenges related to the implementation of FTA on the Serbian side.
Since the trade agreement was ratified one year ago, it is not possible to
fully assess the effects of the agreement because the time frame is too
short and limited available data. However, we can analyse through the
announcements of the Serbian Government whether the commodities it
proposed exporting can really be successful in China. Furthermore, the
challenges faced by Serbian exporters to China will be identified, along
with recommendations on how to address them. The research
methodology will include exploratory desk research combined with the
statistical data analysis. The analysed data will be used from national and
international data basis for period between 2009 and 2024.

The first chapter in this analysis looks upon the reasons when and why
China and Serbia started to sign bilateral and multilateral trade
agreements. The fallowing chapter presents the political and economic
circumstances that led to signing the Sino-Serbian FTA. The third part is
dedicated to the analysis of FTA itself, pinpointing the reality of what is
(not)possible to achieve, and the last part is conclusion.
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CHINESE AND SERBIAN POLICY TOWARDS FTA'S:
NECESSITY VS. FREE CHOICE

The winds of globalization have been essential to China’s economic
success. Without these forces, it’s difficult to imagine how China could
have become the second-largest economy in the world, especially
considering the state of its economy in the Il world post-war period. The
remarkable growth that officially began in 1979 with the introduction of
the Open Door Policy is unprecedented in world history. The speed and
progress achieved over the last five decades have been the focus of
extensive analysis.

While through time Chinese economic policies changed according to
domestic and international circumstances, the introduction of Free Trade
Agreements became the option only after 2001 when China became the
member of World Trade Organization (WTO) (Miiller & Seabra, 2019). The
first regional FTA China signed with the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations in 2002, and first bilateral FTA it signed in 2008 with New Zealand
(MOFCOM, 2025). As of mid-2025, China has signed agreements with
seventeen countries, Serbia included, while it is still working on signing
numerous other trade agreements.

China is actively pursuing a strategy of signing concrete agreements with
countries and regional associations, making it an important part of its
development strategy (Fan & Yang, 2015). Initially, for China, those
agreements were a necessity, since it was already lagging in joining regional
integrations. While China opened up its economy cautiously, the rest of the
world reaped benefits from having free trade agreements, making China’s
goal of becoming a developed country even more difficult. As a result,
becoming a member of the WTO became imperative for China. It enabled
China to connect with the rest of the world and become a country that is
worth signing an FTA. In recent years, FTAs have been a matter of choice for
China. Although the positive effects of FTAs are recognised, they are still
viewed and signed with caution. Nonetheless, they present numerous new
opportunities, and China is willing to explore them.

On the other hand, Serbia, after overcoming the challenges related to
the disintegration of the former Yugoslavia, NATO bombing, and the
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replacement of its leading party during the nineties, has shifted its focus
toward becoming a member of the European Union (EU). That path is still
not over, but in the meantime, Serbia achieved some significant results.
Related to trade integrations, Serbia, as a country dedicated to its EU path,
signed the Central European Free Trade Agreement in 2006 (RSMEI,
2006)!, which enabled it to better integrate with the European countries
that were at that time applying to became full members of the EU. In
addition, Serbia signed the Stabilisation Association Agreement (SAA) in
2013 with the EU, which terminated the previously signed Interim
Agreement on Trade and Trade-related Matters (IATTM) (Zaki¢ et al.,
2024). The SAA significantly improved overall economic relations with the
EU, with trade relations being the most prominent.

In addition to seeking trade relations with European countries, Serbia
has signed bilateral free trade agreements with Russia, Belarus, and
Kazakhstan (which later became part of Eurasian Economic Integration),
as well as with Turkey and the European Free Trade Association (EFTA)
(RAS). Serbia has also ratified the Generalised System of Preferences (GSP)
with the United States (RAS). It should be emphasised that if Serbia
becomes a full EU member state, then all previously signed FTAs it has
with other countries or regional networks will be terminated.

In the 2000s, Serbia needed to sign the mentioned free trade
agreements because, like China, it was falling behind its neighbouring
countries, and it was not integrated in regional or bilateral trade
agreements. Serbia is still pursuing new trade agreements, and there were
announcements that there are undergoing negotiations with South Korea,
Israel and the United Arab Emirates to sign FTAs.

! Note: CEFTA members in 2006 were Albania, Bulgaria, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Croatia, North Macedonia, Moldavia, Romania, Montenegro, and Serbia. n 2007,
Bulgaria and Romania became EU members, and Croatia in 2013. Since then, they
have not been members of the CEFTA.
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SINO-SERBIAN FTA
How the Idea for the Sino-Serbian FTA Was Born

The economic, or more precisely trade relations between Serbia and
China have been, to some extent, a reflection of political ones. By
comparing the establishment and advancement of political relations to
trade relations, several parallels can be identified. Before signing the
Strategic Partnership Agreement in 2009, Serbian exports to China were
almost non-existent, fluctuating around $6 million. Since then, Serbian
exports have increased steadily, from 9 million in 2009 to 20 million dollars
in 2015 (ITC Trade Map). In 2016, Serbia and China signed the
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Agreement, and Serbia joined the
Belt and Road Initiative (Steki¢, 2024). These two factors significantly
impacted Serbia’s exports, with the export value increasing from 25 million
to 1.15 billion dollars between 2016 and 2023 (Figure 1). However,
although Serbian exports significantly increased, the trade deficit
continued to rise, thanks to increased imports from China. In 2009,
Chinese exports to Serbia were $1.13 billion, and in 2022, they reached
$5.14 billion. In total, from 2009 to 2022, the Serbian trade deficit grew
from $1.12 to USS$3.95 billion. According to the Statistical Office of the
Republic of Serbia (2025), in the first two quarters of 2025, Serbia exported
USS1.06 billion to China and imported US$2.99 billion from China. If these
trends continue in the third and fourth quarters, Serbia will reach the
highest levels of exports to China by the end of 2025.

Serbia is importing from China technically advanced gods, such as IT
equipment, mobile phones and computers, while Serbia is exporting to
China raw ores, specifically copper and copper concentrates (90% of the
export), raw wood, and silver (ITC Trade Map 2024).
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Figure 1 Sino-Serbian trade relations, 2009-2024, in thousands of USS

6.000.000
5.000.000
4.000.000
3.000.000
2.000.000

1.000.000 = j/J

0

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

e Serbia's imports from China e Serbia's exports to China
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The increase in Serbian exports to China is due to the work of one
Chinese company in Serbia, namely Zijin Mining Group Serbia. This Chinese
state-owned company acquired in 2018 (announced transaction in 2016)
the former Serbian state copper mine in the city of Bor. This copper mine
has been struggling for decades to keep operation running. Several factors
contributed to this situation, including fluctuations in copper prices, civil
war, and sanctions (Zaki¢, 2020). However, the primary issue has been the
factory management’s failure to perform its responsibilities effectively,
which has resulted in a substantial debt of $1 billion (BETA, 2019). Since
this copper mine was sold to Zijin in 2018, it improved its operations
quickly and became the number one exporter from Serbia (Ristovi¢, 2024).

Although trade volume has been steadily increasing, the trade
structure remains unfavourable for Serbia (lvanovi¢ & Zaki¢, 2023).
Currently, Serbia exports primarily raw ores (copper) and materials, due
to a work of Zijin Bor, which then exports these goods to China. Meaning,
the improvement in Serbia’s trade figures is not connected to a better
position or higher demand for Serbian products in the Chinese market.

On the other hand, it should be emphasised that there are just a few
countries in the world that have a trade surplus with China, such as
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Australia, Brazil, the Russian Federation, Chile, Japan and South Korea (ITC,
2024)%. Those countries achieved these results thanks to their natural
resources (e.g. Russia — oil and gas, Australia —iron and coal, Chile — copper
and lithium), and/or because their demand for Chinese goods is less than
Chinese demand for theirs. Given that Serbia does not have such a position
as those countries have, a trade deficit with China was anticipated.

However, the volume and structure of the Serbian trade deficit could
potentially change in the future, and this was one of the main reasons
why the Serbian side proposed to China FTA. The initial announcements
regarding the potential negotiation of a FTA were made at the beginning
of 2022 (Cvetkovi¢, 2022). Subsequently, both sides engaged in several
rounds of negotiations. The signing of the agreement took place during
President Xi’s visit to Belgrade in May 2024. During the same visit, Serbia
also signed a very important political agreement, the so-called Community
for Shared Future for a Mankind, becoming a first country in Europe with
such an agreement (Steki¢ & Miti¢, 2025). Following these events, the
agreement was ratified by the Serbian National Assembly in 2023, while
China ratified it in June 2024. The FTA became active on June 01, 2024.

Table 1. Categories of products that are part
of Sino-Serbian Free Trade Agreement

Category of Export from Serbia to China Export from China to Serbia
products
A0 3272 60.24% 5376 60.20%
A5 1709 16.41% 1475 16.52%
A10 1025 9.84% 882 9.88%
A15 402 3.86% 355 3.98%
E 1004 9.64% 842 9.43%
Total 10412 100.00% 8930 100.00%

Source: Gabrijel grupa, 2024.

2 Trade data from ITC Trade Map used General Customs Administration of China

statistics.
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It should be noted that the required regional value content in the Sino-
Serbian FTA is for most of the products 40%, which is a bit less than in
most free agreements, in which RVC is around 50%. Within the agreement,
the Serbian side nominated around 10.000 products, and the Chinese side
nominated approximately 8.900 products, which will reach zero tariffs
after fifteen years. Table 1 shows the category and the percentage of
products that will lose tariffs in the upcoming five (A5), ten (A10) or fifteen
years (A15). Category E refers to products for which tariffs will remain
permanently, maintaining the same level as they were on June 1, 2024.
Both sides provided protections for sugar, sugar products, and
confectionery items.

Almost 60% of products on both sides lost tariffs immediately
(category A0), while the upcoming 16% will lose it after the five years, 10%
after 10 years, and around 4% after 15 years. Since the Chinese side does
not have problems related to the amounts and type of the products it
wants to export to Serbia, this analysis will concentrate on the Serbian
export to China.

According to press statements from different government officials the
main products that Serbia believes can export more to China are
agricultural and food products, chemical products and industrial
manufacturing products.® Related to agricultural and food industry
fallowing product have been emphasized: all animals (live and processed),
fruits (raspberries, blueberries, apples, plums, prunes), oilseeds, baby
food, honey, dairy products (cheese), beer, wine, rakija (Serbian brandy),
and pet food. Industrial products that Serbia wants to export to China

3 Note: The preparation of the list of products included in this article was made by
using content analysis, to see which products were mentioned the most. This was
done because there was no officially published document on the Serbian side related
to this FTA, and the types of products that were targeted by the FTA. There were
only statements in the media about the industries and products that were
mentioned as important. Because of this, articles/news published between the
announcement of the beginning of the negotiation process in 2022 and after the
agreement was signed in 2024, in daily news magazines, state ministries’ websites,
and social media were used as the primary source of information. Products that
were mentioned only once, such as silk, were not taken into account.
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include parts for electrical machines of various purposes, cathodes,
compressors and numerous other products. Related to the chemical
industry, Serbia will push the export of mineral fuels and fertilizers. The
focus on the raw ore and raw materials will stay the same, which are
including raw cooper and raw wood. Other manufactured products that
Serbia will try to export to China will include cork and tanned leather.

Discussion of the Results and Possibilities
to Improve Serbian Export to China

To evaluate Serbia’s exporting potential to China, we need to assess
whether Serbia has the goods and quantities available for export to China.
After this assessment, analysis of transportation costs, issues related to
perishable products, logistics for entering the Chinese market, or the
preferences of Chinese buyers were presented. Therefore, export data on
products that have been quoted in the media as priorities for export by the
Serbian government will be showed. The only products not examined further
are copper (including copper cathodes) and wood, as Serbia has sufficient
guantities to export them to China. Products were divided into three groups:
agricultural/food products, chemical industry and manufacturing.

Export data in Tables 2, 3, and 4 concerning the export value of
selected product categories from Serbia to China have been sourced from
the ITC Trade Map database. The last column in these tables, which
discusses the potential for exporting these products to the Chinese
market, was compiled by examining various sources of information, which
included the analysis of Serbian production capabilities, the current state
of specific industries and sectors, government announcements regarding
funding programs for industrial development, Chinese import data and
academic articles.
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Table 2. Category of agricultural/food products that Serbia wants
to export to China in 2023

Value of the
Category of export of the
Category of products that Export value P Possibilities to
L. selected .
product Serbia is globally export to China
exporting globally products to
China
In previous
Meat of bovine times, sporadic L|m|teq, du.e t_o
) . - value of the  |production limits,
animals, frozen™ | $1-14 million .
(HS 0202) exports was not to Chinese
worth $13 demand.
million.
Meat and edible
Animal meat offal of.fowls of lelteql, du.e t_o
the species Gallus ¢8-17 million No export production limits,
domesticus, ducks, port. not to Chinese
geese, turkeys demand.
(HS 0207)
Meat of bovine roducton it
animals, fresh or | $3-15 million No export. pnot to Chinese !
chilled (HS 0201)
demand.
Fresh apricots,
cherries, peaches
Plums (|r.1clud|ng $40-60 million No export. Good apc! rgahs‘nc
nectarines), plums, possibilities.
and sloes
(HS 0809)
Prunes | Prunes (HS0813) | $19-60 million |  $78.000  ©00d and realistic
possibilities.
Berries Berries (including I;:;':te Shiﬁ‘eli;g
(emphasise on| raspberries) (HS | $25-50 million No export. .
. and time of
raspberries) 0810) .
transportation.

* In this table, only three types of meet that Serbia exports successfully were taken
into account. In more rigorous analysis all types of meat and meat products should

be taken into

account.
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Apples Fresh apples, pears, | $105-130 No export Grc;c;ﬁsiir::d
and quinces (HS 0808)| million ’ o
possibilities.
Sunflower seeds, $40-60 Limited, due to
Oilseeds| whether or not il No export. Chinas limited
broken (Hs 1206) | ™"'O" import.
Rape or colza seeds, $10-50 Good and
whether or not il No export. realistic
broken (HS 1205) mitiion possibilities.
Preparations suitable
for infants or young |No available
children, put up for |data, but this
retail sale (HS is growing
190110)andH'omogen| ‘ food ' Limited due to
zed composite food | industry in Chinas
Baby preparations Serbia, regulations and
(210420), that which is No export. ;i
food | . . permitted
includes homogenized| exporting
. formulas for
mixtures of products to baby food
ingredients like meat, | Bosnia and ’
fish, vegetables, or |[Herzegovina,
fruit, specifically for | Russia and
infant food or dietetic| Ukraine.
purposes.
Limited due to
big production in
$8-13 China, and
Honey | Honey (HS 0409) million $39,000 Serbian growing
import from
other countries.
It was exported to China
in smaller quantities in
three years (531,000 in
2021, $281,000 in 2022, Good and
Cheese | Cheese (HS 0406) 53.5._50 and $124,000 I n 2023.1n realistic
million 2024, nothing was o
exported, which means possibilities.
there is not much
interest, or at least not
where it was exported.
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- Small amounts | Good and realistic
Beerl Beer (HS 2203) |545-70 million through the years. possibilities.

. . - Small amounts | Good and realistic
Wine Wine (HS 2204) | 59-20 millions through the years. possibilities.

Pet food (HS .

Pet food [2309.10) and pet| $200 million No export. Good ar.wg:i.l.rgallstlc

suplemments POssIbIItiES.
Source: Author’s compilation of data

Table 3. Category of chemical products that Serbia
wants to export to China in 2023

Value of the category Value of the Value of the

Category of of products that export of export of the | Possibilities
. . . selected selected to export to
product Serbia is exporting .
lobally products to products to China
g China China
Petroleum coke,
petroleum bitumen,
and other residues of Good and
Mineral fuels | petroleum oils or of | $20-40 million No export. realistic
oils obtained from possibilities.
bituminous minerals

(HS code 2713)

Mineral or chemical
fertilizers containing
two or three of the
fertilizing elements
o oo ather Good and
fertilizers; goods of this 5170-250 million 515,000

realistic
Fertilizers | Chapterin tablets or possibilities.

similar forms or in
packages of a gross

weight not exceeding

10 kg. (HS 3105)
Mineral or chemical Good and
fertilizers, nitrogenous| $30-100 million No export. realistic
(HS 3102) possibilities.

Source: Author’s compilation of data
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Table 4. Category of manufactured products that Serbia wants
to export to China in 2024

How much| Value of the
Category of How much Serbia is Serbla_ is | export of the Possibilities to
. exporting selected .
product producing to the products to export to China
world China
. Limited due to
Articles of natural cork $117,000 | No export. production
(HS 4503) capabilities
Cork Agglomerated cork and .
ar%‘i%:les of agglomerated Limited dge to
. . $307,000 | No export. production
cork, with or without a i
binding substance (HS 4504) capabilities.
Leather further prepared
after tanning or crusting,
including parchment-dressed $25.50 Good and
leather, of bovine (including i No export. realistic
buffalo) or equine animals, miiion possibilities.
without hair on, whether or
not split (HS 4107)
Footwear with outer soles of] Good and
rubber, plastics, leather or | $90-145 No export realistic
Tanned composition leather and million ’ possibilities
leather, | UPPers of leather (HS 6403) ’
roducts of :
Vlesther | e seemeest | 514 Good and
, o No export. realistic
leather or of composition million ibiliti
leather (HS 4203) possibiiiies.
Travel goods, handbags, and
similar containers, including
trunks, suitcases, vanity $10-40 Good and
cases, briefcases, and more, million No export. realistic
made from materials like possibilities.

leather, plastics, textiles, or
vulcanized fibre (HS 4202)

Source: Author’s compilation of data
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It can be seen in the presented data that most of the selected products
that Serbia is targeting to export to China have not been exported to China
thus far. Other selected products were exported randomly over time, and
their export values were small. According to available data, the best
possibilities besides copper (and products from copper) and wood, to be
exported to China have selected fresh (those that can last longer), frozen,
dried and industrially prepared fruit products (that include apples,
raspberries, plums and prunes), oilseeds, cheese, wine, rakija, pet food,
mineral fuels, fertilisers, tanned leather and products from/mady with
leather. Popovic at al. (2025) in their recently published analysis which
was focusing on export of agricultural products and food due to the Sino-
Serbian FTA, through more rigorous method, reached similar conclusions.

Different types of meat (especially beef) could potentially be the
pinnacle of Serbian exports. However, the number of farms, cattle, and
people who are ready to invest in livestock breeding is limited, and the
approach to this aspect of agriculture should be different from what Serbia
currently has. It would take years to have enough beef to export to China,
but it would be worth investing.

Serbian honey producers are making high-quality extracted honey,
which has significant domestic demand; however, their production
capabilities are limited. Due to an increase in domestic demand, Serbia
was forced to import large quantities of honey in recent years (ITC, 2024).
Currently, China is the world’s leading honey producer, which raises
questions about whether it might require/have demand for small amounts
of honey from Serbia.

Baby food is one of the products that cannot currently be exported to
China. The primary challenge is that the baby formulas used in China differ
from those abroad, including Europe (Interesse, 2023). This discrepancy has
proven to be an obstacle that even many international companies cannot
overcome. If we are looking at baby food made from fruits, vegetables or
meat, the situation is the same — regulations are different. The second
obstacle is the production capabilities of those companies. Although Serbian
baby food companies are exporting to Bosnia and Herzegovina, Russia and
Ukraine, the Chinese market is significantly different, and parents prefer to
buy food made according to the Chinese taste. For Serbian companies to
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enter the Chinese market, thorough preparation concerning regulations is
essential, along with a cost-benefit analysis.

The value of the agglomerated cork that Serbia produces is not enough
to penetrate the Chinese market. However, Serbia can export tanned
leather and different products made of leather, for which it has potential.

Besides production capabilities and complementarity of Serbian
produced and demanded products in China, there are several other
difficulties that could further decrease motivation of Serbian companies
to export to Chinese market.

Firstly, the exporters must be ready to produce more and/or redirect
exports from markets on which they are currently operating to China. It is
not an easy decision, and it is a risky one. The Chinese market is globally
one of the most challenging markets to enter and operate successfully in.
The challenge involves identifying suitable distributors and locations in
China for product sales, as well as establishing a recognisable brand.

Secondly, transportation costs from Serbia to China are extremely high,
regardless of whether products are transported by ship, aeroplane, or
railway. It is encouraging that there are two direct flights between Serbia
and China (Belgrade-Guangzhou and Belgrade-Shanghai) and a direct
railway line between the two countries (Shijiazhuang-Indija), but they have
not been fully utilised thus far. It should be also noted that some of the
products that Serbia wants to export, such as fresh fruits are perishable,
so the speed and conditions under which they are transported play a
crucial role.

Lastly, the Serbian Government, or more precisely governmental bodies,
are still not sufficiently prepared to help Serbian companies navigate
difficulties in the complicated Chinese market. The fairs that Serbian
companies are attending are not enough to enter this market. There are
specialised Chinese consulting companies that know how to do this job —
enter Chinese enormous and regionally diverse market, and the Serbian
Government should use their expertise to have a more targeted approach.

Preliminary data indicate that during the third and fourth quarters of
2024 and the first two quarters of 2025, China increased its exports to
Serbia (SORS, 2025). Although Serbian exports also rose during this period,
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this growth is primarily attributed to the operations of the Zijin Mining Bor
company rather than improved performance by other Serbian exporters.
Given the limited timeframe of one year, a significant increase in Serbian
exports was not anticipated. However, those data suggest that most
Serbian companies were unprepared to initiate exports to China
immediately following the signing of the Free Trade Agreement.

Although the immediate effects of free trade agreements primarily
concern trade, these agreements also influence investment flows.
Empirical findings on the relationship between FTAs and investments vary
across countries (Athukorala, 2020). However, effective implementation
can generate significant benefits. For Serbia, these benefits are twofold.
Chinese companies may increase investment in Serbia, while European
companies may also expand their investments. For Chinese investors, the
FTA provides an opportunity to integrate operations in China, Serbia, and
Europe. European companies may relocate production to Serbia to export
goods to China without tariffs.

CONCLUSION

Serbia is the third European country, after Iceland and Switzerland, to
sign a Free Trade Agreement with China. During the negotiation process
and signing of this agreement both countries had in mind economic and
political reasons.

For China, the FTA represents a diplomatic achievement, demonstrating
that Serbia remains a significant political and economic partner in Europe
despite ongoing geopolitical challenges. It is of great significance that during
the same bilateral meeting in Belgrade in May 2024, both the FTA and the
agreement related to Community for a Shared Future for a Mankind were
signed. This a testament to further improvement of political relations and
Chinas strong alignment with Serbia’s position in international relations.
Even though the economic consequences of the FTA for China don’t hold
the same leverage as for Serbia, they cannot be ignored. As China is facing
significant economic problems in its cooperation with the US and the EU,
it is very important to its economic development to further increase export
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and find new markets for its products. Although Serbian market is small for
China, it is still providing good export results.

For the Serbian side, the ratification of the FTA is firstly strong political
message both to domestic and international actors. In political sense it
was declared as a victory by the ruling political parties, which used this
opportunity to promote this agreement as their political and economic
success. If we look from the economic side this FTA was communicated
as a way that Serbia will decrease its trade deficit with China and attract
FDIs from China and Europe, which will further improve economic
development of Serbia.

This analysis presented types of Serbian products that can be exported
to China and the challenges Serbian exporters will face while exporting.
The conclusion is that the volume of products that Serbia can export to
China is currently moderate, primarily consisting of agricultural and food
items, which tend to have lower export values. Some of the products that
were officially declared as those that can be exported to China with
success are facing more challenges than others. Products that could be
successfully exported, based on circumstances on both sides, are copper,
wood, frozen, dried, and industrially prepared fruit products (that include
apples, raspberries, plums, and prunes), oilseeds, cheese, wine, rakija, pet
food, mineral fuels, fertilisers, tanned leather and products from/made
with leather. Other products, such as meat, honey, baby food, or cork, are
those that may be exported in the next five to ten years. This estimation
is made on the assumption that Serbia will not become a full EU member
in that period; otherwise, if it becomes a member, existing Serbian FTAs
would be inactive, and the export to China without tariffs would no longer
be valid.

Even before the agreement was signed, there were business and
academic concerns about whether this agreement could benefit Serbia or
whether it would be another opportunity for Chinese companies to
increase their exports to Serbia. The answer to this question in the short
term is positive - yes, Chinese companies will increase exports, but
whether Serbia can change its export is the most important question. If
the only result of this FTA is an increase in Chinese exports to Serbia,
without an increase in Serbian companies’ exports to China, then the FTA's
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purpose would not be fulfilled. It is up to Serbian institutions to provide
full support to interested companies to export to China. Without a doubt,
it would be a difficult and long process, but if it is done successfully, it will
provide tremendous benefits. The case of Chile can be a guiding light for
Serbia. Due to the signed FTA, Chile is now the second largest exporter of
wine to China, right after France, and according to Trading Economics, in
the last decade, the annual export value was between 160 and 300 million
dollars. Providing a clear export and production strategy, motivating
Serbian exporters, and providing on-site Chinese support by local
representatives, consulting, and marketing agencies will be some of the
main tasks of the Serbian Government in the future to ensure this FTA
fulfils its purpose.
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SHARED FUTURE IN FRAGMENTED WORLD:
HOW TO RECONCILE IT?

lvona LADEVAC”

Abstract: In recent years, China has advanced the concept of a
“community with a shared future for mankind” as a cornerstone of its
foreign policy and global strategic vision. Emerging against a backdrop of
growing global fragmentation—marked by geopolitical rivalry, economic
inequality, cultural misunderstanding, and weakening multilateral
institutions—this concept aims to offer an alternative framework for
international cooperation and global governance. This article investigates
the intellectual roots, political motivations, and global reception of this
vision, focusing on its practical manifestation through four key Chinese
initiatives: the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the Global Development
Initiative (GDI), the Global Security Initiative (GSI), and the Global
Civilization Initiative (GCI). Together, these initiatives form a
comprehensive diplomatic architecture through which China seeks to
promote connectivity, sustainable development, security cooperation,
and cultural dialogue on a global scale. While each initiative targets
specific domains—economic infrastructure (BRI), development policy
(GDI), peace and stability (GSI), and intercivilizational understanding
(GCl)—they are united by a broader ambition to reshape the global order
toward a more multipolar, inclusive, and interdependent future. This
article critically assesses both the opportunities and the challenges
inherent in China’s approach. It examines international perceptions,
varying levels of endorsement and skepticism, and the tension between
China’s normative rhetoric and its strategic interests. Ultimately, the
paper argues that the success of the “shared future” paradigm depends
not only on China’s leadership but also on its willingness to engage with
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diverse voices and foster genuinely reciprocal partnerships in a deeply
divided world.

Keywords: China’s foreign policy, Belt and Road Initiative, Global
Development Initiative, Global Security Initiative, Global Civilization
Initiative.

INTRODUCTION™

The international order in the early twenty-first century exhibits signs of
deep and accelerating fragmentation. Power is diffusing from traditional
Western centers toward a more complex multipolar configuration, marked
by the rise of emerging powers such as China, India, and others in the Global
South. At the same time, the liberal international order that dominated the
post—Cold War era faces growing strain: global governance mechanisms are
struggling to address transnational crises such as climate change, pandemics,
technological disruption, and widening economic inequality. Multilateral
institutions—from the United Nations to the World Trade Organization—are
increasingly perceived as paralyzed by geopolitical rivalry and declining trust
among major powers. Meanwhile, social and cultural polarization, the
resurgence of nationalism, and competition over norms and narratives
further erode the cooperative foundations of international politics.

Against this backdrop, China has advanced the notion of a “community
with a shared future for mankind” as both a moral ideal and a strategic
framework for global engagement. Introduced by President Xi Jinping and
progressively institutionalized in Chinese foreign policy discourse, the
concept is presented as China’s contribution to addressing global
uncertainty and reforming international governance. It calls for a world
characterized by mutual respect, collective security, shared development,
and intercivilizational dialogue—an explicit alternative to zero-sum
thinking and bloc confrontation.

" The paper presents findings of a study developed as a part of the research project
“Contributing to Modern Partnerships: Assessments of Sino-EU-Serbian Relations”,
funded by the Science Fund of the Republic of Serbia (2023-2025), Grant No. 7294,
which is implemented by the Institute of International Politics and Economics and
Institute of Social Sciences from the Republic of Serbia.
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Yet the universalist and cooperative rhetoric of this vision stands in
tension with the geopolitical realities of China’s rise and the skepticism it
faces abroad. This paper therefore seeks to unpack the intellectual roots
and political motivations underlying the “shared future” paradigm,
examining how it functions as both a normative discourse and a strategic
instrument. Specifically, it analyzes how four flagship initiatives—the Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), the Global Development Initiative (GDI), the
Global Security Initiative (GSI), and the Global Civilization Initiative (GCI)—
operationalize this vision in distinct policy domains. It also explores how
these initiatives have been received internationally, identifying both areas
of endorsement and sources of resistance. Ultimately, the study
interrogates the central tension between China’s rhetorical commitment
to inclusivity and cooperation, and the practical challenges and
contradictions evident in its global engagement.

ORIGIN OF THE SHARED FUTURE CONCEPT

The concept of a “community with a shared future for mankind” is
rooted in a hybrid intellectual foundation that fuses traditional Chinese
philosophical ideas, socialist political thought, and contemporary critiques
of the Western-led international order. From a cultural and philosophical
standpoint, it draws heavily on Confucian ideals such as “datong” - great
harmony, “he er bu tong”- harmony without uniformity, and the emphasis
on relational ethics “ren”, as guiding principles for harmonious
coexistence. These concepts underpin a worldview that privileges moral
order, interdependence, and the pursuit of collective well-being over
individual or state-centric competition. Within this framework, the “shared
future” paradigm positions China’s foreign policy as an extension of an
ancient civilizational ethos rather than merely a geopolitical project.

Simultaneously, the concept is infused with Marxist and socialist
elements that have been adapted to what Chinese theorists call “socialism
with Chinese characteristics.” Drawing on Marx’s vision of human
emancipation and global solidarity (Burkett, 2005-2006), the “shared
future” framework reinterprets class-based internationalism into a 21st-
century discourse of inclusive globalization. It articulates a critique of
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Western neoliberalism, which China portrays as having generated
structural inequality and hegemonic hierarchies within global governance
institutions. In this sense, the “shared future” narrative functions as both
a moral critique of Western universalism and an attempt to reassert
agency for the Global South in shaping the terms of globalization.

From the perspective of International Relations (IR) theory, the
concept can be situated within constructivist and post-Western
approaches that emphasize the social construction of norms and the
plurality of global modernities. By framing China’s rise in normative rather
than coercive terms, Beijing seeks to exercise what might be called
normative power—akin to the European Union’s model—but rooted in
non-Western civilizational values (Zhao, 2023). The Chinese white paper
“A Global Community of Shared Future: China’s Proposals and Actions”
(State Council Information Office, 2023) explicitly defines this idea as a
“new paradigm for global governance” aimed at creating “an open,
inclusive, clean, and beautiful world that enjoys lasting peace, universal
security, and common prosperity.” This reflects an effort to establish China
as both a reformer and a moral leader in the international system.

Some scholars (Xiong, Peterson & Braumoeller, 2024) interpret this
synthesis of Confucian moral philosophy and Marxist internationalism as
part of China’s broader strategy of discursive legitimation—an attempt to
frame its ascent not as a revisionist challenge but as an ethical alternative
to Western dominance. Similarly, theorists like Yan Xuetong (2013) have
emphasized ,,moral realism”, suggesting that great power leadership must
rest on moral authority as much as material power. Thus, the “community
with a shared future for mankind” operates as a normative narrative that
blends cultural particularism, ideological continuity, and strategic
adaptation—seeking to construct a distinctly Chinese approach to global
order that both challenges and coexists with liberal internationalism.

BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) serves as the foundational pillar of
China’s global engagement strategy and the most tangible manifestation
of the “community with a shared future for mankind.” Announced in 2013,
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the BRI envisions a vast network of infrastructure, trade corridors, and
digital connectivity spanning Asia, Africa, Europe, and beyond. It
encompasses over 150 participating countries and has evolved into a
multidimensional platform involving transportation, energy, finance, and
digital cooperation. Through investments in railways, ports, pipelines, and
telecommunications, the initiative aims to promote economic integration
and sustainable growth under the guiding principle of extensive
consultation, joint contribution, and shared benefits.

From a theoretical standpoint, the BRI can be interpreted as an exercise
in geoeconomics—the strategic use of economic instruments to achieve
geopolitical goals. While framed as a development project, it
simultaneously extends China’s economic reach and influence, aligning with
the notion of “infrastructure as power.” Scholars such as Callahan (2016)
and Summers (2020) argue that the BRI represents a materialization of
China’s long-term vision for regional connectivity that challenges the
dominance of Western-led globalization. Within the constructivist
interpretation, the BRI is also a form of norm entrepreneurship: it seeks to
redefine global norms around development, sovereignty, and cooperation
outside traditional Bretton Woods institutions.

Empirically, the BRI’s impacts are mixed. Many developing states in
Asia and Africa have welcomed it as an unprecedented opportunity for
infrastructure investment, job creation, and technology transfer. For
example, the China—Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) has provided
critical transport and energy infrastructure, while in East Africa, projects
such as the Addis Ababa—Djibouti Railway have improved regional logistics.
However, concerns over debt sustainability have intensified. Studies by
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) highlight that
some BRI projects have contributed to rising debt vulnerability, particularly
in low-income states such as Sri Lanka, Zambia, and Laos. Critics have
described this phenomenon as “debt-trap diplomacy,” though the
empirical basis of that label remains contested (Brautigam, 2020).

Transparency and governance also remain contentious. Many BRI
projects are negotiated bilaterally and lack open tendering processes,
leading to questions about accountability, corruption, and environmental
oversight. Environmental scholars have warned of unsustainable practices
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associated with large-scale infrastructure expansion, particularly in
ecologically fragile regions. Furthermore, the growing presence of Chinese
state-owned enterprises (SOEs) and financing institutions such as the
China Development Bank and the Export—Import Bank of China has raised
concerns about dependency and asymmetrical bargaining power. From a
dependency theory perspective, the BRI risks reproducing structural
inequalities between the “core” (China as financier and contractor) and
the “periphery” (recipient states reliant on external capital and expertise).

Nevertheless, labeling the BRI solely as a geopolitical instrument
oversimplifies its multidimensional nature. In some cases, it has provided
genuine development benefits, especially where local governments have
exercised strong agency in negotiating terms and aligning projects with
national development plans. Countries like Kazakhstan and Indonesia, for
instance, have used BRI cooperation to advance domestic industrialization
and connectivity agendas. Thus, outcomes are shaped not merely by
China’s strategy but by the local political economy and governance
capacity of partner states.

In sum, the BRI embodies both promise and paradox. It operationalizes
China’s “shared future” rhetoric through tangible economic means, yet its
success depends on addressing fundamental questions of transparency,
reciprocity, and sustainability. Whether it becomes a model for inclusive
globalization or a tool of strategic leverage will hinge on how effectively
China and its partners balance ambition with accountability.

GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVE (GDI)

Launched by Chinese President Xi Jinping in 2021, the Global
Development Initiative (GDI) represents Beijing’s effort to reassert its
leadership in global development governance by aligning its domestic and
international policies with the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development. The GDI emphasizes key principles such as inclusive growth,
green development, innovation-driven progress, and people-centered
cooperation, positioning itself as an alternative to traditional Western
development paradigms (Alves, Gong & Mingjiang, 2023). It has received
notable support among developing countries, particularly in Africa,
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Southeast Asia, and Latin America, due to its emphasis on South-South
cooperation and infrastructure financing.

Nevertheless, analysts have raised concerns about the initiative’s
institutional framework, noting a lack of transparency, governance
mechanisms, and concrete metrics for project assessment (Zhao, 2025).
Unlike the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which operates through
formalized financial and infrastructural channels, the GDI remains largely
aspirational in its structure, prompting skepticism about its long-term
impact and capacity for implementation. Recent multilateral dialogues in
2024, including high-level forums involving the UN and regional
organizations, have indicated a measured optimism among global
stakeholders, although many continue to call for greater accountability
and clarity regarding funding mechanisms and development benchmarks
(UNDP, 2024).

GLOBAL SECURITY INITIATIVE (GSI)

Introduced in 2022, the Global Security Initiative (GSI) reflects China’s
strategic ambition to reshape international security discourse. Framed as
a response to rising geopolitical tensions and what Beijing characterizes as
the “Cold War mentality” of Western alliances, the GSI promotes a vision
of indivisible security, mutual respect for sovereignty, and the peaceful
resolution of disputes through dialogue. It explicitly rejects hegemonic blocs
and zero-sum confrontations, proposing a cooperative security framework
that ostensibly prioritizes stability and regional autonomy.

While the GSI’s rhetoric has appealed to several Southeast and Central
Asian states, who view it as a counterbalance to US and NATO influence,
its operational vagueness and absence of detailed policy mechanisms have
drawn criticism. Notably, China’s equivocal positions on critical global
conflicts—such as its ambivalence regarding the Russian invasion of
Ukraine and its assertiveness in the South China Sea—have raised
guestions about its consistency and normative commitment to peaceful
conflict resolution. As a result, while some countries cautiously engage
with the GSI, they remain wary of becoming overly reliant on a Chinese-
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led security architecture that may prioritize Beijing’s strategic interests
over regional consensus.

GLOBAL CIVILIZATION INITIATIVE (GCl)

Announced in 2023, the Global Civilization Initiative (GCl) constitutes
the most recent addition to China’s suite of global governance proposals.
Unlike the GDI and GSI, which focus on material development and security,
the GCI seeks to promote a global ethic of mutual respect, cultural
inclusivity, and civilizational dialogue. It aims to challenge narratives of
Western civilizational superiority by emphasizing that all cultures possess
intrinsic value and can contribute meaningfully to global peace and
progress.

The GCl is closely tied to China’s broader soft power strategy, utilizing
cultural diplomacy, educational exchange, and media outreach to project
a more harmonious and pluralistic image of China in global affairs.
However, critics argue that the initiative risks being purely symbolic unless
accompanied by genuine commitments to pluralism and open dialogue
within China itself, particularly in relation to ethnic minorities and freedom
of expression. The GClI’s long-term credibility will depend on its ability to
foster reciprocal cultural engagement, rather than functioning as a one-
way dissemination of Chinese values under the guise of mutual learning.

INTERNATIONAL RECEPTION AND CRITIQUE

The reception of China’s new global initiatives—particularly the Global
Development Initiative (GDI), the Global Security Initiative (GSI), and the
Global Civilization Initiative (GCI)—is marked by a cleavage between the
Global South and Western actors.

Reception in the Global South

Many countries in the Global South have welcomed China’s initiatives,
viewing them as opportunities for new development finance and
partnerships that are less encumbered by conditionalities commonly
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associated with Western-led institutions. For example, in the 2022-2023
AidData Perceptions Survey, 79 % of respondents said China actively
supports development in their country, and 38 % preferred China as a
partner for infrastructure—despite significant concerns over transparency,
environmental effects, and corruption (AidData, 2024). This suggests that
China’s offers resonate strongly, even among audiences that are cautious
about project implementation.

China’s own diplomacy amplifies this reception narrative. The Ministry
of Foreign Affairs has claimed that over 100 countries have expressed
support for the GDI, and more than 50 joined the “Group of Friends of the
GDI” on the UN platform. In addition, the UN Secretary-General has
publicly lauded the initiative for reinvigorating commitments to the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Ministry of Foreign Affairs
People’s Republic of China, 2022).

Western Skepticism and Critique

In contrast, Western scholars, development practitioners, and policy
circles tend to view these initiatives with a high degree of suspicion or
guarded rejection. A frequent criticism is the lack of transparency in
Chinese development financing: observers note that many Chinese
contracts include confidentiality clauses and off-book lending, which
complicates external scrutiny (Horn et al., 2020; AID Data, 2024). Such
opacity fuels narratives of “debt-trap diplomacy” or economic coercion,
even if the empirical basis for some of those claims remains contested.

Another critique is the absence of standard environmental, labor, and
social safeguards. Some Chinesefunded projects have been associated
with cost overruns, community displacement, ecological harm, and weak
accountability mechanisms in host countries (AID Data, 2024; Business &
Human Rights Resource Centre, 2021).

Geopolitically, Western analysts see China’s normative rhetoric—
“inclusive development,” “common security,” “civilizational dialogue” —as
a strategic veneer that masks ambitions to reshape global institutions to
better align with Beijing’s interests. The broad framing of China’s

“Community of Shared Future” is often contrasted with contradictions in
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Chinese foreign policy, such as its assertiveness in the South China Sea or
its position on Ukraine. Some critics argue that China is deploying these
themes to legitimize a post-Western order rather than to genuinely foster
multipolar governance.

In sum, China’s global initiatives are received differently depending on
geopolitical position: celebrated by many in the Global South as new
avenues for cooperation, yet critiqued by Western actors for lacking
structural checks and concealing strategic motives. The tension between
these readings underscores how ideational framing and strategic power
are intertwined in contemporary global governance.

CRITICAL TENSIONS BETWEEN RHETORIC AND PRACTICE

China’s global initiatives face deep inherent contradictions between
their normative claims and actual behavior. These tensions are not just
accidental but structural, as the initiatives seek simultaneously to maintain
rhetorical legitimacy while expanding Chinese influence.

Transparency versus Opacity

China frequently promotes itself as a new model of development
cooperation that is open, accountable, and “no one left behind.” However,
in practice, many of its infrastructure and finance deals remain shrouded
in opacity. Contracts may include non-disclosure clauses, and Chinese
lending is often off balance-sheet (AidData, 2024). This opacity
undermines external validation and invites suspicion.

Mutuality versus Asymmetry

While Chinese discourses emphasize partnership and win-win
outcomes, the actual power dynamic is often asymmetric. Many recipient
nations become heavily dependent on Chinese capital, technical capacity,
and institutions. In many Chinese-funded projects, the procurement and
implementation rely heavily on Chinese firms and labor, limiting local
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participation and capacity-building (AidData, 2024). This asymmetry can
transform cooperation into dependence rather than reciprocity.

Sovereignty versus Influence

China repeatedly underscores principles of non-interference and respect
for sovereignty, contrasting itself with Western interventionism. Yet, the
expansion of Chinese influence in economic, political, security, and normative
spheres suggests a desire to shape norms consistent with Chinese
preferences. For example, China’s push for “indivisible security” under the
GSI can be interpreted as a normative challenge to Western alliance
architectures. Critics argue this reflects selective principles: China may accept
interference when its interests or its definition of “security” are at stake.

The “Shared Future” Credibility Gap

China’s overarching rhetoric of a “shared future for mankind” relies
heavily on projected moral legitimacy. But credibility hinges on whether
Beijing can resolve the disconnects between what it says and what it does.
If China continues to dominate project implementation, maintain opaque
financial practices, or selectively apply norms, then the GDI, GSI, and GClI
risk being perceived as strategic instruments rather than genuine
contributions to global governance. The real test is whether China can
institutionalize practices of accountability, pluralism, and reciprocity.

PROSPECTS AND PRECONDITIONS FOR SUCCESS

The long-term success of China’s global vision (including its development,
security, and civilization initiatives) hinges on several critical preconditions.
Without addressing these, the legitimacy, effectiveness, and influence of
China’s “shared future” paradigm may remain limited or contested.

Transparency and Accountability

Transparency in contract terms, reporting of loans and investments,
and environmental, social, and governance (ESG) standards is essential.
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Studies of China’s overseas investment under the Belt & Road Initiative
(BRI) show that opacity in environmental safeguards and financing often
undermines trust. For example, Tsung-yen Chen (2023) finds that China-
led initiatives may lower environmental and social safeguard standards in
infrastructure projects to stay competitive with multilateral institutions,
thus triggering a potential “race to the bottom” in global environmental
governance.

Similarly, efforts to build effective climate litigation frameworks (Zhang,
2025) are an indicator that China is trying to align legal institutional structures
with its green development goals, but the practice remains uneven.

Without credible mechanisms for monitoring, open data, and
independent or multi-stakeholder oversight, rhetoric is likely to be seen
as aspirational rather than operational.

Reciprocity and Mutuality

For China’s vision to be accepted in the Global South and beyond,
cooperation needs to be genuinely reciprocal: not purely donor@recipient
or dominantBlpartner models. Studies show some positive environmental
spillovers from China’s outward foreign direct investment (OFDI) in BRI
countries: Gao & Li (2023) demonstrate that China’s OFDI has, in many
cases, improved comprehensive environmental performance in many Belt
& Road countries. However, the benefits are not evenly distributed, and
the dependency risk is high if local capacities are not built or respected.

Institutional Embedding and Legal/Normative Flexibility

China’s conceptual framework, for example, the idea of a Community
with a Shared Future for Mankind, is embedded increasingly in official
policy and legal texts (e.g., constitutional references, whitepapers)
assuring a degree of formal institutionalization.

But institutional embedding is not enough: there must be normative
flexibility. China needs to adapt to different legal, cultural, and governance
contexts; allow for partner countries to shape norms rather than simply
follow China’s model. Research into climate and environmental
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governance in China highlights that policy effectiveness often suffers from
weak public engagement and limited administrative flexibility at local
levels. For instance, a systematic review of climate policies revealed that
spatial and industrial heterogeneity, as well as insufficient public
coordination, remain challenges.

Sustained Dialogue and Multilateral Cooperation

Credibility demands ongoing dialogue among states, civil society,
international organizations, and local communities. Multilateral forums
(e.g. UN, AlIB, regional institutions) can provide platforms for oversight,
norm setting, and dispute resolution. China’s increasing participation in
global climate governance and its rising leadership in terms of Global
South cooperation (e.g. adaptation, green technology) suggest some
progress but also highlight the importance of inclusive process.

Furthermore, legal innovations such as climate litigation frameworks
in China indicate steps toward integrating domestic legal norms into
international expectations, which may increase trust if done transparently
and with public participation.

CONCLUSION

A shared future in a fragmented world is not an inevitability—it is a
choice, and one that must be made collectively. Reconciliation requires a
blend of institutional reform, equitable economic cooperation, and
grassroots cultural engagement. Only by integrating these layers can
humanity shift from competition-driven fragmentation toward a resilient,
cooperative, and just global order.

China’s “shared future” paradigm embodies a vision of global
governance in which development, security, and civilization are
reinterpreted through principles of mutual benefit, respect for sovereignty,
and civilizational pluralism. However, while China’s “shared future” vision
has the potential to contribute positively to global governance—offering
alternative models and engaging the Global South more fully—it also faces
significant implementation deficits. Without aligning words with deeds in
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transparent, equitable, and accountable ways, the initiatives risk being
seen (and possibly used) as instruments of strategic statecraft rather than
genuine features of cooperative global order.
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INTRODUCTION

In the aftermath of Russia’s military operation into Ukrainian territory,*
the UN General Assembly scheduled emergency special session
demanding Russia to stop war in Ukraine and to ‘immediately, completely
and unconditionally, withdraw all military forces from Ukraine’s territory
and its internationally recognized borders’ (UN General Assembly, 2022).
As a result, out of 193 countries, 141 member states accepted a resolution
reasserting Ukraine’s sovereignty, independence, unity and territorial
integrity within its internationally recognized borders and condemning the
Russian Federation’s aggression against Ukraine and the violation of Article
2, paragraph 4 of the UN Charter, while 5 were against, and 35 abstentions
(UN General Assembly, 2022).

However, although Serbia voted on March 2, 2022 for the Resolution
on aggression against Ukraine, a few days before Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine, Serbian President Aleksandar Vuci¢ pointed out the Serbian
complex position regarding the Russo-Ukrainian conflict. As Vucic¢ stated,
despite the Serbian European path and support for Ukraine’s territorial
integrity, some eighty-five percent of the people would always side with
Russia (TASS, 2022). In other words, as a country that suffered brutal
violation of its sovereignty and territorial integrity with the recognition of
Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independence and imposed Western
sanctions, the Serbian people and their political leadership opted for
abiding by international law and therefore supporting the territorial
integrity of Ukraine, but refused to comply with EU sanctions on Russia.
Furthermore, Serbia perceives China as one of its main international
partners, aligning its foreign policy in accordance with the rising influence
of Russia and China in the Western Balkan region, and therefore
maximizing its national interests by relying on ‘true multilateralism
features rule — and goal based governance’ (Li, 2024).

! After recognizing the independence and sovereignty of the Donetsk People’s
Republic (DPR) and the Luhansk People’s Republic (LPR), on 24 February 2022, the
Russian President Vladimir Putin launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine.
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Looking more broadly, the impact of the war in Ukraine has presented
the EU with the need to forge its geopolitical position by acquiring power
to confront ‘growing strategic competition, complex security threats, and
the direct attack on the European security order’ (Consilium, 2023). In that
sense, European ‘normative power’ that leaned on the Western concept of
‘rules-based world order’ (RBO) outlined by the Obama and the Biden
administration, and coined intrinsically as an instrument to preserve the
Western-dominated post-Cold War order against its challengers in the East
and Global South (Miti¢, 2025), has strongly been challenged. Namely, the
EU’s response to the war in Ukraine prompted a new political rhetoric of
the ‘collective West’ based on the ‘struggle to preserve Ukrainian
sovereignty’ as an embodiment of Euro-Atlantic security and ‘modern,
liberal, democratic world’ leading to major power rivalry and escalating
global security threats (Stosic, 2025). Moreover, the EU’s Strategic Compass,
adopted in March 2022, promoted the appearance of ‘us vs. them’
dichotomy represented in rhetoric aligned with Josep Borrell’s vision of
Europe seen as a ‘French garden’ (Gil, 2022) vs. Russia as a country that ‘has
no respect to international laws’. Finally, in this context of the EU’s general
insecurity, in January 2023, the Joint Declaration on EU-NATO Cooperation
recognized Russia and China as ‘strategic competitors’ (NATO, 2023).

As a member of the EU and NATO, Spain has foreign policy that is
inherently aligned with the US-EU defence policy, and the president of the
Spanish Government, Pedro Sanchez, expressed strong ‘support for the
territorial integrity and sovereignty of Ukraine’, condemning Russia’s
military aggression against Ukraine as ‘a flagrant violation of international
law’ (La Moncloa, 2022). Subsequently, despite the pacifist and diplomatic
approach to conflict resolution adherent to many voters of the Spanish
Socialist Workers’ Party (PSO) and their coalition partner (Podemos), the
Spanish government has supported Ukraine in terms of its not only
political response but also thorough military cooperation and assistance,
and economic and humanitarian aid. Nonetheless, it is important to
highlight that this Spain’s pro-Ukraine stance is deeply multifaceted and
related to its strategic positioning not only in Europe but also in the
Southern Mediterranean countries in North Africa, collectively known as
the Maghreb.
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Furthermore, the rise of Catalonian secessionist movement and anti-
establishment political elites which initiated the fragmentation of the
Spanish parliament between 2011 and 2015 accompanied by the actual
alignment with the EU and NATO security policies have surely shaped
Spain’s foreign affairs as both state-centric and multilateralist. Thus, in the
context of Trump’s protectionist trade approach based on ‘reciprocal
tariffs’ and ‘zero-sum game’, coupled with realignment of transatlantic
relations, Spain has recognized the need to strengthen its ties with China
as other global actor, and build more resilient trade relationships. By
aligning with Chinese economic diplomacy built on ‘win-win cooperation,
universal security and collectively written international rules’ (CIIS, 2024a)
instead with the US ‘selective multilateralism’ ingrained in ‘practicing
double standards’ (The Consulate General of the People’s Republic of
China in Perth, 2024), the EU and its member states are challenged to
reassess their foreign policies. As one of the European leaders who has
visited China the most, President Sdnchez has opted for pragmatism in
advancing EU-China relations and promotion of ‘true multilateralism’
within the framework of shifting strategic environment.

Given the complexity of today’s geopolitical context and overall
uncertainty of European and global security arrangements, in this paper
we will try to explore intrinsic differences between the US concept of RBO
and China’s ‘true multilateralism’ embodied in the increasing rift between
the proponents of liberal hegemony and more sovereigntist polices. In
order to outline their need for strategic stability within the framework of
shifting geopolitical landscape and the evolving global governance, in this
research we will address peculiarities of Serbian and Spanish foreign
policies primarily through the lens of neoclassical realism. This is
particularly important if we have in mind the comparative approach
applied within our research. By relaying on descriptive-explicative content
analysis of Serbian and Spanish state officials’ narratives regarding
international actors (China, the US, Russia, EU and NATO), we will give
some opinions on both countries’ capacity to strategically react to the
great geopolitical challenges of the 21 century, and simultaneously adapt
China’s ‘true multilateralism’ to their political affairs.

222



Risks for Serbian Foreign Policy in the Fragmentation of the International Order

THE US RBO AND CHINA'S “TRUE MULTILATERALISM’
AS OPPOSING SECURITY INITIATIVES

The ideological roots of a ‘rules-based order’ are associated with
liberal (neoliberal) international order (Mik, 2024, p. 29), although the
concept alone has become more frequent since the end of the Cold War
(Dugard, 2023, p. 224). However, as a purely political or state policy
concept, the term was used by the Obama administration in the US’
National Security Strategy (NSS) for 2015. Then, under the Biden US
administration (2021-2025) the concept was revitalized. Actually, the
outbreak of Ukrainian conflict provoke the US President to threaten to
‘illiberal and authoritarian’ Russia, stating at the 2022 NATO-summit in
Madrid that the democracies of the world would safeguard the RBO,
referencing again to the term in the newly published NSS as the
“foundation of global peace and prosperity’ (Dugard, 2023, p. 223).
Namely, according to the 2022 NSS, the RBO opposes any kind of
aggression, coercion or external interference and is oriented towards
‘respecting states’ sovereignty and territorial integrity, providing a fair
way of economic exchange and promoting prosperity, and enabling
cooperation on shared challenges’ (Lieberherr, 2023).

Nevertheless, even though the RBO has been adopted by many
Western countries and institutions (the US, Japan, India, Canada,
Australia, France, Germany, Switzerland, the EU, the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue
(Quad), one must bear in mind that the term is within the context of
international law too vague and ambiguous. Moreover, we emphasize
that the RBO concept actually undermines international law by
qualifying the use of force as justified on the grounds of preventive
and preemptive action, imposing in that way ‘special rules in special-
sui generis— cases’ (Talmon, 2019). This kind of labeling conflicting
political interests actually led to ‘unlawful but legitimate’ (Scharf, 2013)
use of force during NATO’s 78-day bombing of Federal Republic of
Yugoslavia (FRY) in the 1999, encapsulated as ‘selfless humanitarian
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intervention’ launched to protect the Kosovo Albanians from Serbian
state oppression.?

In this sense, the RBO could be interpreted as democratic discourse in
‘political rhetoric’ which ‘goes beyond the narrow positivist perception of
international law [...] including the standards and recommendations of
international standard-setting organizations and conferences and rules
made by non-state actors’ (Dugard, 2023, p. 225). For example, despite
the fact that NATO’s war actions against Yugoslavia were not authorized
by the UN Security Council, Yugoslavia was bombed without the approval
of China and Russia as UN SC members, while the aggression was coated
in ‘ethical’ foreign policy, and supported by global actors oriented towards
ensuring ‘peace and security of the Balkans and EU’.

Thus, by advocating for the state sovereignty, territorial integrity and
non-interference,® we can subsequently define the aggression of 19 NATO
countries against Serbia as illegitimate as current Russia’s military activities
on the territory of Ukraine. In light of this content, it is quite easy to
understand how Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, and illegal
annexation of Crimea and military aggression in the Donbas in 2014 qualify
‘as blatant violations of the RBO’ (Lieberherr, 2023), severely disrupting
the US hegemonistic approach to world affairs.

Analyzing from the point of view of neoclassical realism, and within
the framework of evolving global alliances and dynamic geopolitical shifts,

2 Although Russia and China did not approve in the Security Council the use of force
against Serbia, under the guidance of the US, NATO forces bombed Yugoslavia
without UN approval. Due to the 1990 NATO intervention, the General Assembly
and Security Council endorsed a new doctrine labeled as ‘the responsibility to
protect” (R2P), which should authorize humanitarian intervention in some
determinate circumstances in the future.

3 The Peace of Westphalia, signed in 1648, has established modern state sovereignty
and balance of power as fundamental paradigms of international law. Accordingly,
the prohibition of the threat or use of force in Article 2(4) of the UN Charter is
interpreted as ‘the corner-stone of the Charter system” by the most prominent
modern-day scholars. This prohibition is aligned with the noninterventionist policy
enclosed in Article 2(7) of the UN Charter, which prohibits coercive influence or
intervention into domestic affairs of another state (Scharf, 2013).
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we can notice that the RBO became increasingly prevalent concept with
the US withdrawal from Afghanistan (2020-2021), then during Biden’s
promotion of the ‘US-Ukraine Strategic Partnership’ in Eastern Europe,
and with the implementation of trilateral security partnership between
Australia, the UK and the US (AUKUS) in the US Strategic Framework for
the Indo-Pacific (Miti¢, 2025, p. 95). More specifically, the ongoing
geopolitical US-China rivalry has surely strengthened the political strife
and preservation of the RBO as a core objective of America’s foreign policy
and its national security interests in global terms. Bearing in mind that the
Indo-Pacific as a geopolitical construct embodies ‘the Indian Ocean and
the Asia-Pacific as a connected strategic, diplomatic, and security space
with the latent balancing power of India at its heart to contain a rising
China’ (Lieberherr, 2023), it’s understandable that the US and its allies in
the Asia-Pacific naturally strive to ensure RBO’s dominance.

To sum up, because of its intrinsic incoherence and ambiguity, the RBO
concept is easily adaptable to turbulent and dynamic changes in
international community, and therefore it is suitable for preserving
America’s supremacy or intentional political alterations of international
law. In this connection, the RBO actually ‘blurs the distinction between
binding and non-binding rules, giving the impression that all States and
international actors are subject to this order, irrespective of whether or
not they have consented to these rules’ (Talmon, 2019).

Simultaneously, while America is enduring conflicted global leadership
that fosters turbulence through containment of other great powers and
interference, China has already displaced the US on the global economy
stage by becoming leading trading partner in many regions throughout
Asia, Africa, parts of Europe, and increasingly, South America (Vivid Maps,
2025).* Moreover, with the President Donald Trump’s ‘America First’

4 According to data from census.gov and customs.gov.cn, in 2000, the US was the
leading trading partner in the Americas, Europe and East Asia. Nonetheless, from
proximately $474 billion in 2000 to $6.2 trillion by 2024, China’s global trade volume
increased more than a 12-fold when compared to US trade volume that during the
same period increased from S2 trillion to approximately $5.3 trillion according to
data from the UN Comtrade Database (Vivid Maps, 2025).
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administration, highlighted economic nationalism, and increasingly
unilateral foreign policy, America’s adherence to the RBO is seriously
threatened by China’s ‘true multilateralism’, which is clearly stated in Chin’s
2025 white paper on ‘National Security in the New Era’.

By promoting ‘inclusiveness, equality and cross-civilization exchanges’,
at the general debate of the 76" session of the United Nations General
Assembly (UNGA) held in 2021, Chinese President Xi Jinping called for
improving global governance by practicing ‘true multilateralism. Hence, in
search of an alternative foreign policy that contrasts to the Western vision
conditioning contemporary global affairs, both Russia and China rejected
the RBO concept for abandoning respect for international law. More
precisely, the assertion of the so called “rules-based international order of
a limited number of countries oriented towards ensuring their self-serving
agendas’ is perceived as ‘pseudo-multilateralism’ (CIIS, 2024b, p. 3).

In light of this background, ‘China’s Dream’ propagated by Xi,
comprehends ‘true multilateralism’ as a path to develop international
affairs by forging the Beijing Consensus as opposed concept to the RBO,
thus counterbalancing US unilateralism and protectionism, ‘double
standards in all areas of international relations’, and fostering ‘universal
values’ and ‘universal security’. Furthermore, President Xi Jinping insists
on supporting ‘the UN in playing a central role in international affairs’ and
‘advancing global governance based on extensive consultation, joint
contribution and shared benefits, and finding the right answers to global
challenges’ (CIIS, 2024b). In order to implement the concept of ‘true
multilateralism’, China has also developed the ‘3Gs’ initiatives, known as
the Global Development Initiative (GDI), the Global Security Initiative (GSI)
and the Global Civilization Initiative (GClI) (Yi, 2024). In this regard, although
China seeks strategic alighment and shared development without altering
existing international principles or forming military alliances, Western
scholars generally interpret China’s concept of ‘true multilateralism’ as
‘part of China’s grand strategy’ or ‘China-led alternative’ to the current
‘rules-based’ order led by the US, and ultimately China’s ideological
groundwork for global governance.

In its recently published white paper on the ‘National Security in the
New Era’, China has outlined the concept of ‘holistic security’ as a
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comprehensive multi-dimensional framework that encompasses political,
economic, military, technological, and societal sphere, ensuring therefore
‘external and internal security’, and ‘traditional and non-traditional
security’_(Xinhua, 2025). Namely, turbulent global shifts require China’s
rejuvenated strategic security architecture that upholds continuous
technological modernization, cyber resilience, biosecurity, and
counterterrorism. Amid geopolitical unrest and trade disputes, the
document presents China as a carrier of ‘certainty and stability’ though
emphasizing China’s GSI, as well as the China-Global Sought Project
(CGSP). Likewise, the white paper underlines China’s sovereignty, territorial
integrity, and development activities as unalienable. Nonetheless, despite
China’s global rise and ability to counter the Western RBO model of world
order, China is opting for ‘open-ended and flexible strategic partnerships’
that institutionalize interest-based cooperation without collective defense
responsibilities attached. In light of this context, we strongly believe that
Beijing’s great power strategic competition with Washington should
primarily be understood under a Sino-centric network of development
intrinsically opposed to NATO’s institutional framework and transatlantic
alliances (Odgaard, 2023, pp. 432-433).

‘HEDGING’ BETWEEN THE WEST AND THE EAST: SERBIA’S STRATEGIC PATH
TOWARDS SURPASSING GLOBAL SHIFTS AND DOMESTIC CRISIS

As a small state in the context of a complex landscape of external and
internal pressures, the Republic of Serbia is fostering its strategy of
diplomatic diversification and collaboration with both the East and the
West. Being at a juncture due to its geopolitical position where
international discrepancies intersect with Serbian national interests, the
Russia-Ukraine conflict has certainly set a specific strategic reality
regarding the EU vs. Russia, requiring Serbia’s delicate diplomatic balance.
Dominated by the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) since 2012, Serbian
political leadership represents an example of the ‘chameleon nature’ of
populist parties (Taggart, 2004). Initially founded by the Far Right,
nationalist, and populist Serbian Radical Party (SRS), the SNS defined itself
as a moderate centre-right and pro-European people’s party (Stoji¢, 2018).
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The complexity of global, regional and national geopolitical landscape
during the end of the 2000s, paved the way to Serbia-EU accession
process, and despite diametrically opposed geopolitical interests® and
small state’s strategic security viewed in traditional terms,® Serbia had to
uphold the US supremacy and its EU membership, therefore cultivating
the country’s relations with the West. Thus, as today’s key player in the
region, Serbia has opted for maintaining the former Yugoslavia’s policy of
balancing and non-alignment, while gravitating toward the East as its
political and ideological shelter, and to the West as its economic shelter,
preserving its military neutrality (Radoman, 2021; Stojkovi¢ & Glisi¢, 2020).
In other words, practicing for almost two decades a foreign policy posture
based on ‘the four pillars’ (the EU, the US, Russia, and China) under
challenging geopolitical circumstances, Serbia has strategically adopted
‘multi-vector’ foreign policy of taking flexible diplomatic approaches
towards external actors, better understood under the light of hedging
approach (Kuik, 2021).

Therefore, while still declaratively adhering to a pro-EU approach,
within the context of China’s global rise and escalation of Russo-Ukrainian
War, Serbia’s political leadership has been challenged to reformulate its
strategic partnerships in accordance with their political goals but without
radically altering previously established hedging nature of its foreign
affairs. In this regard, it is important though to understand the nuances of
the Eastern partnership.

> Strongly supported by the Western politicians and recognized by the US, Canada,
and 22 EU member states, among other countries, on February 17, 2008, Kosovo
unilaterally declared independence from Serbia.

& By regulating military interventions under international law and on the pretext of
‘gross violations of human rights and humanitarian crisis”, NATO intervention against
Serbia in 1999 set an alarming precedent of major powers undermining state
sovereignty (Maass, 2017, p. 201).

7 This approach is mostly used by small-states in international relations, as ‘insurance-
seeking behavior under situations of high uncertainty and high stakes, where a
rational state avoids taking sides and pursues opposite measures vis-a-vis competing
powers to have a fallback position”(Kuik, 2021).
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Specifically, ‘brotherly’ Russia is for Serbia primarily friendly ‘Other’ in
the anti-Europe narrative, while China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
enhances Serbian position in a more worldwide context (Russell-Omaljey,
2016, p, 55, p. 224). Hence, under the Western pressure to distance itself
from Russia, and eventually recognize Kosovo's independence Serbia has
strengthened Sino-Serbian strategic cooperation.® Put differently, by
strategically replacing its traditional Russian partnership with the Chinese,
Serbia has enabled China’s connectedness with Eurasia.’ Likewise, by
participating in the Chinese BRI, Serbia has also gained the opportunity to
improve its infrastructure and economy, and by distancing itself from the
West’s political dominance, the ability to pursue Serbian national interests
more autonomously.

In this regard, it’s important to highlight the fact that both Beijing and
Moscow expressed their disapproval regarding the NATO aggression
against Serbia in 1999, interpreting Western interventionist policy aligned
with the RBO as ‘an important blow to UN multilateralism’ and ‘a breach
of international law’ (Miti¢. 2025, p. 98).1° In that sense, it is obvious that
the Kosovo issue actually distinguishes as the key political question for
Serbia’s —EU integration process, as well as Serbia’s positioning towards
Russia, the US and, eventually China.!! In line with this interpretation is

8 For example, in 2020, Serbia purchased the Chinese anti-aircraft FK-3 missile
system, instead of the Russian S-300 system.

° As the first European state that accepted China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), due
its strategic location Serbia has served as China’s point of entry into the Western
Europe market, while Serbia got the opportunity to increase its national power.

10 During the NATO aggression against Yugoslavia, the Chinese embassy in Belgrade
was bombed and three Chinese journalists lost their lives. This event represents ‘a
turning point in Beijing’s foreign and security policy, boosting its political connection
with Serbia and encouraging long-term collaboration” (Vladisavljev, Dizdarevi¢ &
DPordevic, 2025, p. 13).

11 |n spite of Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independence in 2008, Serbia considers
Kosovo its constituent autonomous Province of Kosovo and Metohija and, therefore,
part of its territory (National Asssembly of the Republic of Serbia, 2006). Although
in 2010 the International Court of Justice (ICJ) has concluded that Kosovo’s
declaration of independence “did not violate international law” (UN General
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also the EU-US framing of the ‘unilateral declaration of independence of
Kosovo’ (UDI), which was also interpreted by Russia and China as ‘a breach
of international law and the UN Charter’ (Miti¢, 2025, p. 99). In such a
context, Serbian relations with the EU and the US are additionally
burdened by continuous pressure to reject counteracting policy of
strategic alignment with both Russia and China, and accept firm pro-
Western stance.

Accordingly, Kremlin’s comparison of Kosovo and Crimea based on
Putin’s argumentation that the ‘Kosovo precedent’ is same as the
unilateral secession of the self-proclaimed territories in the Donbas region
(Barlovac, 2014), the President of the Republic of Serbia, Aleksandar Vuci¢,
has used as a way to protect Serbia’s non-taking-sides policy. Aware that
explicit anti-EU policy could severely affect Serbian economy, Vucié has
opted for pragmatism and maneuverability, safeguarding thus Serbia’s
sovereign policy, and political ties with Russia. Stating that the West is
‘selective’ and ‘hypocritical, while applying the principles of international
public law in the case of Serbia because of its political irrelevance and ‘lack
of oil or nuclear weapons’ necessary to protect Serbian national interests
in Kosovo, Vuci¢ also pointed out that in Ukraine case ‘their mouths are
full of the UN Charter’, but on mentioning ‘Serbia in the context of the UN
Charter and Resolution 1244, many look lost as if they don’t understand
what you’re referring to’ (President of the Republic of Serbia, 2022).

Regarding the EU pressure on Serbia to join the sanctions against
Russia, President Vuci¢ stated, ‘As a country that experienced sanctions
of the West in the recent past and whose compatriots in Republika Srpska
are suffering from sanctions today, the Republic of Serbia believes that it
is not its vital political and economic interest to impose sanctions against

Assembly, 2008), Serbia regards the Kosovo issue as a “gross violation of
international law and primarily of the UN Charter, the Helsinki Final Act and Security
Council Resolution 1244” (The Government of the Republic of Serbia, 2004).
However, in the context of Serbia’s EU accession process, Serbia has remained in
negotiation process, pointing out though that: ‘Recognizing Kosovo’s independence
and sovereignty under international law is a red line Serbia would be reluctant to
cross” (Stanicek, 2023).
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any country at this moment, nor to representatives or business entities of
the respective’ (The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Serbia,
2022).22 To put it simply, Serbia is not in position to impose sanctions on
Russia because of the fact that Russia was the only one that did not impose
sanctions in the 90s, and did not impose sanctions on Republika Srpska.
On the contrary, Russia protected Serbia in 2015 at the UN when it vetoed
the adoption of the resolution on Srebrenica, and maintains its position
of the Resolution 1244 as a permanent member of the Security.

However, under increased Western pressure, Vuci¢ has strategically
turned to China as a better and more credible partner. In line with the
policy of alternatives, and driven by a narrative of ‘steel friendship, the
Sino-Serbian partnership comprehends intensified cooperation in various
fields like military and security exchanges in the areas of regional
counterterrorism,*® and substantial economic, humanistic and other
cooperation.'* In 2024, Serbia and China officially enhanced their
partnership to the level of ‘building a community of China and Serbia with
a joint future in the new era’ (Ladevac, 2025). In that way, Serbia has
become the first European country that has signed such a document,
officially promoting Xi’s vision and China’s ‘true multilateralism.
Furthermore, Serbia clearly expressed its alignment with China’s ‘3Gs’, and
both countries agreed upon mutual support in ‘matters of vital state
interest on the basis of principles of respect for state sovereignty, territorial
integrity and non-interference in the internal affairs of other states.” (The
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Serbia, 2024).

2 |n 2023, the US also imposed sanctions on the director of the Serbian Security
Intelligence Agency and former Minister of Interior and Defense, Aleksandar Vulin,
under the accusation that he used his public positions to facilitate Russia’s malign
activities that degrade the security and stability of the Western Balkans” (Frazier,
2023).

13 Through arms sales and diversifying military engagements, Serbia strive to increase
its bargaining power with the West.

14 By 2021, China had become Serbia’s largest single-country investor surpassing

annual inflows of foreign direct investment (FDI) of any individual EU member state
(Vladisavljev, Dizdarevi¢ & Dordevi¢, 2025, p. 7).
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In addition, China’s GSl is essentially in alignment with objectives of
Serbian foreign policy. Namely, Beijing’s position towards solution of
Ukrainian crisis is in accordance with Serbia’s opposition to policy of
double standards regarding ‘sovereignty and territorial integrity’, NATO
enlargement, and ‘abusing unilateral sanctions’ (Global Times, 2023).
Finally, in 2024 Serbia abstained from aligning with various Common
Foreign and Security Policy’s declarations (CFSP). Thus, among other
restrictive measures, Serbia didn’t align with ‘the internal situations in
Russia and its international activities’, ‘the EU’s Global Human Rights
Sanctions Regime’ and, ‘EU concerns over the ‘Safeguarding National
Security Bill'’ adopted by the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region’
(Novakovié, Stanojevi¢ & Plavsi¢ 2024, pp. 2-4). This political orientation
is though understandable given the fact that: ‘In 2020 and 2021, when the
European Union approved sanctions against China concerning Hong Kong
and the position of the Uyghurs in the Chinese province of Xinjiang, Serbia
refused to align and emphasized its principled support for China’s
sovereignty and territorial integrity [...]" (Miti¢, 2024, p. 520).

To sum up, although Serbia’s diplomacy of ‘East-West hedging’ has its
up and downs, in the long run, it is conducive to the preservation of
Serbian territorial integrity and sovereignty. Likewise, this strategic hedging
is aligned with China’s concept of ‘true multilateralism’ oriented towards
creating a sustainable future in times of global, regional and national
turmoil and uncertainty. In light of this posture, Vuci¢ stated that Serbian
political situation always had support from Russia and China on the issue
of Kosovo and territorial integrity of Serbia. Thus, if Serbia would act
differently towards those powers that support would have been lost
(President of the Republic of Serbia, 2022). In such a setting, China’s
decision not to recognize Kosovo’s independence must be followed by
Belgrade’s alignment with Beijing’s position vis-a-vis Taiwan and the South
China Sea. For the time being, Serbia’s political government headed by
the President Aleksandar Vucié¢ promotes the vision of Serbia as proud,
strong and ‘committed to peace, stability and cooperation’ (The Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Serbia, 2025). Moreover, in the
absence of a clear EU membership perspective unless the stalled dialogue
between Belgrade and Pristina is renewed, Serbia must survive in the ‘gap’
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of ‘neither East nor West’ by strategically exploiting ‘benefits’ of alleged
Chinese and Russian ‘shelter states’.

SPAIN’S MULTILATERAL ENGAGEMENT AS A ROADMAP
TO ITS ‘DISTINCT FOREIGN POLICY’

For the last three decades, the EU’s and China’s core interests haven
not suffered from direct collision, and despite their opposing governance
models, economic and cultural cooperation between the two states have
flourished.® Nevertheless, due to political turmoil and disruptive US’s
policies on trade and defense spending, the natural development of EU-
China relations has been severely hindered.'®* Moreover, in recent
developments the US administration has imposed a series of tariffs
affecting various imports from eurozone, including automobile industry,
steel and aluminum, chips and pharmaceuticals, and some other specific
products like wine and oil. Aside from the rise in US tariffs on EU goods,
Trump’s administration has fostered unilateral approach toward the
Ukraine crisis backed by American overall cuts off regarding new requests
for aid, and big increase of NATO’s defense budgets.!” However, the high
public debt and budget deficits put especial strain on some EU states to
allocate funds toward their defense industries and comply with the bloc’s

15 China was the EU’s largest source of imports and its third-largest export market in
2022 (Zamir Awan, 2025).

16 At the 2025 China-Europe Business Forum, China expressed its ‘readiness to work with
the EU managing differences through dialogue” and ‘jointly safeguard multilateral
trade systems, and oppose all forms of unilateralism and protectionism”. However,
Brussels’ capacity to project a distinct economic agenda rather than echoing US
restrictive policy has remained questionable due to the intrinsic elusiveness of the EU
strategic autonomy and “de-risking” strategy (Euractiv, 2025).

7 Trump has demanded that member states should increase defense spending,
considering that NATO allies do not allocate sufficient resources and thus should
raise their defense-spending target from the average of 1.9% of gross domestic
product (GDP) to 5%, by 2035. This new defense-spending goal should comprehend
an increase to 3.5% of GDP for basic military defense and 1.5% for areas related to
cybersecurity or critical infrastructure.
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fiscal rules by which their ‘public debt should not exceed 60% of GDP and
budget deficits should remain under 3% of GDP’ (Seker & Yildrim, 2025).18

In such a context, EU countries are becoming more and more aware of
the need for diversifying and expanding their ‘strategic partnering’,
rebalancing their foreign policies, and engaging with China on more equal
and independent terms. Surely, with the goal of strengthening its foreign
policy, the EU needs coalition building and its agenda setting power to
cooperate with like-minded partners in multilateral institutions.
Nevertheless, bearing in mind the US withdrawal from the UN Human
Rights Council (UNHRC),*® the EU must strive to bolster alliances with
countries that share its position regarding the UN'’s role in the protection
of human rights, peaceful resolution of international conflicts, and global
economic stability. Therefore, the EU should adopt pragmatic strategy
toward China as a key investor in some EU member states but also ‘a
systemic rival’, and ‘an economic competitor in pursuit of technological
leadership and [...] alternative models of governance’ (Lazarou, 2020, p. 6).

In line with this principle, the Spanish government recently released
the Foreign Action Strategy 2025-2028, and emphasized the need to
strengthen Sino-Spanish comprehensive strategic partnership pointing
that: ‘It’s clear that the international order has changed, and Spain and
the EU must do the same. Although from a strategic perspective the
economic base represents one of the essential foundations of power, it is
also a source of vulnerabilities. Hence, growing political and economic
fragmentation must forces us to integrate the concept of economic
security into the decision-making process in order to reduce risks of
interdependencies’. [...] “We must accurately identify and reduce the
vulnerabilities and dependencies that affect sectors critical to our security

18 Namely, ‘Greece, Italy, France, Belgium, and Spain all have public debt exceeding
100% of their GDP, while 13 EU member states surpass the 60% threshold and 10
EU countries, including Italy, Hungary, and Romania, have exceeded the 3% budget
deficit-to-GDP ratio limit set by the bloc” (Seker & Yildrim, 2025).

19 On 6 February 2025, US President Donald Trump has signed an executive order
pulling the US out of the United Nations Human Rights Council. During his first
term as president, Trump also announced the US withdrawal from the UNHRC.
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- technology, defense, health, energy, critical raw materials, and food - and
protect them from dangerous dependencies or potential disruptions and
measures of economic coercion’ (Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores, Union
Europea y Cooperacion, 2025, p. 28).

As a member state which have public debt exceeding 100% of its GDP,
in 2024 ‘Spain’s defense spending was approximately 1.28% of its GDP,
which was the lowest among NATO countries’ (Beekman, 2025).
Therefore, mentioning ‘economic strain and social welfare priorities’ in a
letter sent to NATO Secretary-General Mark Rutte, Spanish Prime Minister
Pedro Sanchez rejected endorsement of NATO’s new 5% GDP defense
spending target, as ‘unreasonable’ and ‘counterproductive, as it would
move Spain away from optimal spending’ (Naishadham & Cook, 2025).
Likewise, Sdnchez wrote, ‘It is the legitimate right of every government to
decide whether or not they are willing to make those sacrifices,” (McLeary,
Lunday & Webber, 2025), but stated that Spain would raise defense
spending in 2025 to reach NATO’s previous target of 2% of GDP.2° Bearing
in mind that at the NATO summit held in The Hague most members agreed
to the goal of increasing the defense spending to 5% of their GDP by 2035,
Sanchez’s official statement shocked other alliance members, and
provoked harsh critique from US President Donald Trump. Namely, after
the summit Trump stated that Spain’s stance was ‘terrible, and threatened
the country with trade reprisals saying, ‘Spain wanted a free ride’ [...]
‘We're going to make them pay double in trade.” Overall, although NATO's
increased military expenditure was interpreted ‘as a necessary response
to the increased Russian threat, and to the strategic shift of the US, which
strive to focus more on Asia’, the Sanchez’s-Trump’s conflict has actually
acknowledged deep concerns about NATO’s evolution in a shifting
geopolitical landscape (La Derecha Diario, 2025).

However, Spain’s indisputable affinity for multilateral initiatives is in
accordance with its own perception as a ‘middle power with global

20 This political statement reflects Spain’s need to continue benefitting from its role
in NATO while simultaneously declaring more independence from Washington. In
addition, Sanchez’s decision is in alliance with his governing coalition whose left
wing allies stayed against the proposal for rising military budgets.

235



COMPASS PROJECT

interests. Thus, Spain’s foreign policy strongly complies with the EU as a
defender of Spanish core interests. By relying on José Luis Rodriguez
Zapatero’s motto ‘bring Spain back to the EU’s core,” Spain has actually
strengthen its ties with Paris, Berlin and other EU states, obtaining since
2008 the status of ‘a permanent invite guest’ at the G-20. Thus, from that
time onwards, Spanish-EU relationship is primarily overpowered by Spain’s
need to confront its domestic issues, like Basque and Catalan separatism.
At the other hand, while dealing with its southern neighbors, Spain
simultaneously exploits the benefits of the Europeanization phenomenon
in cases of sovereignty disputes within the Maghreb, and Chinese
influence in the states in the Global South (Soler i Lecha & Barbé, 2021,
pp. 12-15).2

Accordingly, during the Spanish presidency of the Council of the EU
2023, at the third summit of the European Political Community (EPC) held
in Granada, the acting President, Pedro Sdnchez said that the EU must rely
on security, stability and prosperity, and therefore a common vison for the
European future. In that sense, Sdnchez emphasized the importance of
energy sovereignty, tech resilience, and in regard with new geopolitical
realities, the need to foster multilateralism. Furthermore, in the
context of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the Spanish leader stressed the
importance of UN Security Council’s responsibility for maintaining
international peace and security (La Moncloa, 2023a).

Likewise, under the scope of this strategic framework, we must also
interpret the “Granada Declaration” in which the EU’s 27 leaders

21 Bearing in mind that Spain is the only European country with a territorial presence
in Maghreb and, therefore, has strong ties with Morocco, the Moroccan-Spanish
bilateral ties are quiet important not only from the perspective of national interests
but also within the framework of EU. However, in the context of the Western Sahara
conflict, Spain has to confront challenging relationships with both Morocco and
Algeria as its Maghreb neighbors. In this respect, President Sanchez has referred
to Western Sahara as one of Spain’s foreign policy priorities. Namely, despite being
considered part of the Global North, in the context of its colonial past and European
and transatlantic ties, Spain also strives to establish relationships with the Global South,
and China has openly expressed its readiness to expand cooperation with Spain in
third-party markets in the Global South.
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have actually adopted the Strategic Agenda for the Resilient EU2030.
Namely, as President Sdnchez put it, by “focusing on strengthening open
strategic autonomy and reinforcing the EU’s global leadership” (La
Moncloa, 2023b), Spain has clearly aligned its policy with China’s position
on international justice and fairness, and global sustainable development.
In that regard, both Spain and China have agreed to implement the action
plan (2025-2028) and expand the concept of their comprehensive strategic
partnership. Among other common interests, the action plan
comprehends a consensus between both sides on the need to reform the
UN Security Council in order to “jointly implement the UN 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s
Republic of China, 2025).

Overall, with regard to the international justice and fairness, Pedro
Sanchez outlined Spain’s commitment to “build peace through a
consistent and coherent defence of international law, monitoring
compliance with the rules of international humanitarian law in all
circumstances and in all conflicts” (Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores, Unidn
Europea y Cooperacion, 2025, p. 3). In this context, referring to Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine, President Sanchez stressed that “the legitimate
aspirations of each country cannot be defended at the cost of violating
the sovereignty and territorial integrity of other countries by force”
(Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores, Unién Europea y Coopreacion, 2022).

Furthermore, Pedro Sanchez emphasized Spain’s adherence “to the
values of the institution, and to an international order based on the norms
and principles enshrined in the United Nations Charter”, reiterating that
“the application of international law cannot be selective or conditioned
by political or strategic interests [...].” Referring to the increased number
of conflicts all over the world, and their disastrous humanitarian and
economic effects, the president said that such state equeals to a “global
iliness, which undermines both the foundations of the multilateral system
and those of an international order based on principles and rules that
seemed inviolable, such as respect for sovereignty, political independence
and the territorial integrity of countries.” In this regard, he reiterated his
condemnation of Russia’s aggression, and called all countries to jointly
rebuilt Ukraine, stressing “that it is no longer enough to proclaim the moral
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superiority of democracy, but that it is necessary to [...] work for its internal
regeneration” (La Moncloa, 2024).

In this regard, Spain also reiterated not only its adherence to the one-
China policy, but also “its unconditional support to Serbia’s territorial
integrity and [...] Serbia’s European Union accession negotiations,
particularly the opening of Cluster 3” (Gojgi¢, 2022). Nevertheless, it is
important to notice that this “unconditional support to Serbia’s territorial
integrity actually goes hand in hand with the EU accession and Growth
Plan for the Western Balkans, which implies Serbia’s alignment to the EU’s
common foreign and security policy.

CONCLUSION

Bearing in mind that the Trump administration has additionally shaken
the future of the Western rules-based order, relations between Serbia and
the EU as well as the Sino-Spanish relations are at a critical juncture. Amid
the highly complex international system marked by geopolitical power
shifts, the future and national resilience of small and middle power states
like Serbia and Spain, will surely be conditioned by the pragmatic abilities
of their political leadership to constructively manage respective strategic
partnerships, and thus build their own more sovereign policy, instead of
one determined by zero-sum games. In that sense, as the world evolves
towards multipolar framework and strategic uncertainty prevails, both
states must cultivate hedging models based on strategic interest
convergence and the need for flexible global partnerships. Therefore, we
can conclude that while the quest for and alleged provision of China and
Russia is used by Vucic to control, if not invalidate the credibility of EU
conditionality, Sdnchez attaches great importance to China to ensure
Spain’s strategic autonomy and international influence, and give rise to a
more competitive and democratic Europe, if not disregard America’s
hegemonic RBO.
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CHINA’S RAPID POPULATION AGING:

WAYS TO SOLVE THE PROBLEM AND OPPORTUNITIES
FOR BILATERAL COOPERATION WITH SERBIA

ON POPULATION POLICY
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Abstract: Thanks to rapid urbanization and an active policy of birth
control (the one-child policy), China has found itself in a situation where
today about 20% of the population is over 60 years old. This figure is
expected to reach 30% by 2035, when the elderly population will exceed
400 million. Unlike Western European societies, where this change in the
age structure of the population lasted for a period covering the lives of
3 to 5 generations, in China this transition occurred extremely quickly -
in just one generation. In order to adapt the social system to this fact,
China is implementing a series of policies aimed at changing the
demographic picture and improving the living conditions of the elderly.
Among other things, China plans to accelerate the training of specialists
in integrated medical care and elderly care to meet the growing demands
of an aging population. In such extraordinary conditions, China has
managed to adapt its entire socio-economic system very well (pension
system, healthcare, social policy, labor market, elderly care, etc.), and
these experiences can be valuable to European countries facing a similar
problem. Serbia, on the other hand, is one of the leading countries in
Europe in terms of policies dedicated to increasing the birth rate. The
Law on Financial Support for Families with Children provides significant
financial benefits for the first four children, provides subsidies to mothers
for the purchase of their first real estate, the state allocates significant
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funds for in vitro fertilization, fathers can use part of their leave to care
for a child, etc. Serbia is one of the few countries that has managed to
achieve an increase in the fertility rate from 1.46 in 2016 to 1.63 in 2022,
and in this sense can offer China its solutions and ideas on which to base
its pro-natal policy. In this context, Serbia and China can, through the
development of bilateral cooperation and the launch of targeted
projects, intensify the exchange of experiences in the management of
population policy and devise joint strategies for solving the most acute
problems in this area.

Keywords: Population aging, demography, population policy, China,
Serbia, bilateral cooperation.

INTRODUCTION: DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES AND THEIR CONSEQUENCES

According to Eurostat, the number of children born in the European
Union is declining dramatically, from 6.8 million in 1964 to 3.88 million in
2022 (Eurostat, 2025). On the other hand, the countries of Central Asia
(Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan) and sub-Saharan Africa
continue to record high birth rates. Some researchers argue that a
‘demographically divided world’ is being created. By 2100, every second
child will be born in sub-Saharan Africa (Bhattacharjee et al, 2024, pp.
2057-2099). The reasons for the decline in birth rates in most parts of the
world are mainly urbanization, the emancipation of women, the decline
in the role and importance of religion, and the decline in the role and
importance of the extended family. According to the aforementioned
research, by 2100, as many as 97% of countries will not have fertility rates
high enough to maintain population size (i.e., the birth rate will fall below
replacement level).

When we talk about population decline, we mostly talk about the
economic consequences in terms of a shrinking workforce, fewer
consumers, higher taxes and other burdens that fewer working people
will have to support an increasing number of retirees, and so on, but it is
necessary to draw attention to some other extremely important
consequences. ‘An unwritten poem, an undiscovered cure, an imperfect
technology because there are fewer people alive this year than in the past
— how do we quantify that? How do we measure the loss of creative
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energy due to fewer young people? The lack of youthful optimism could
be the greatest price we will pay for allowing our population to shrink’
(Briker & Ibitson, 2019, p. 219). As the population declines, the number
of young people decreases first, and this consequently leads to a decrease
in innovation, dynamism and creativity in a society. ‘Both children and the
elderly are dependent populations: they use a disproportionate share of
what the state provides, especially in the developed world, although they
are dependent in different ways. Children need kindergartens and schools,
and the elderly need pensions and palliative care. As the world’s median
age continues to rise —today it is 31 years, in 2050 it will be 36, by 2100 it
will reach 42 years — the balance will increasingly shift to meet the needs
of the population that is growing the most: fewer schools and more
assisted living programs’ (Briker & Ibitson, 2019, p. 99).

Today, most countries in the world, especially in the so-called
developed part of the world, are introducing a number of different
measures to encourage birth rates. This paper presents in particular the
demographic changes and population policies of China and Serbia. No
matter how different these two examples are, there are also certain
similarities, since the noticeable decline in the population in both
countries brings the same challenges, risks and threats. Considering the
differences and similarities in the designed population policies, the author
of the paper believes that this is one of the areas in which it is necessary
to intensively exchange experiences and strengthen bilateral cooperation.

CHINESE POPULATION POLICY

China experienced its first population decline in a long time in 2022,
and in 2023, India overtook China as the world’s most populous country.
‘Chinese authorities assumed that once the one-child policy was lifted,
the country would experience its own baby boom. So far, that has not
happened. As we have seen elsewhere, once small families become the
norm, they remain the norm from generation to generation. The low
fertility trap conditions expectations. This is especially true in China, which
has promoted the value of small families for decades’ (Briker & Ibitson,
2019, p. 152). China currently has 15.4% of its population over the age of
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65, a direct result of declining fertility rates over the past few years. The
elderly dependency ratio has increased from 8:1 in 2010 to 4:1 in 2023,
putting increasing pressure on the workforce. According to the United
Nations, if this trend continues, China’s total population could halve by
2100 (Gu & Liu, 2025). The number of elderly people, and thus pensioners,
is increasing, while the number of working-age people is decreasing,
increasing pressure on the country’s overall social system.

Yi Chen and Yingfei Huang argue that the decline in China’s fertility rate
began before the introduction of the one-child policy, as evidenced by the
decline in the fertility rate from 5.7 in 1969 to 2.7 in 1978. More than a
decade after the introduction of the one-child policy, the fertility rate only
fell from 2.7 to 2.5 (Yi & Yingfei, 2020, p. 987). Therefore, 1979 can be
taken as the year of the beginning of the aging of the Chinese population.
During the 1970s, China implemented a population reduction policy, with
the guiding slogan being ‘later, longer, fewer, which referred to later
marriage (in 1973, the legal marriage age was set at 23 for women and 25
for men), longer child-bearing intervals (at least 3 years), and fewer
children (up to two) (Feng et al, 2012, pp. 2764-2773). Those who did not
adhere to these rules had to face penalties. Thanks to this harsh policy,
the fertility rate fell sharply from 6.1 to 2.7. In 2024, the fertility rate in
China was 1.71 (Macrotrends, 2025).

This policy was continued by the one-child policy, which began in the
1980s and limited couples to one child, especially in urban areas. The
exceptions were ethnic minorities and rural families. In addition to
reducing the number of children, one of the important results of this policy
is the gender imbalance that arose as a result of the preference for male
children. Possible consequences of the population decline and aging
include: a burden on the pension and healthcare systems, reduced
spending, a shortage of labor, a decrease in the number of innovative
ideas, etc. (Yang et al, 2020, pp. 127-135). It can easily be concluded that
all of the listed consequences pose a primary threat to China’s economic
power, and therefore also to its political power.

In response to this situation, the Chinese government has introduced
a series of measures aimed at increasing the birth rate (Xinhua News
Agency, 2021). Thus, in 2016, the two-child policy was introduced with
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financial incentives, and then the three-child policy from 2021 with an
increase in the length of maternity leave and a series of measures aimed
at reducing the cost of raising a child.

China’s ‘silver economy’ (economic activities related to the population
over 50 years old) is oriented towards caring for the elderly, from
healthcare, through nursing homes, rehabilitation centers and home help
to the creation of an appropriate model of culture and entertainment
(Interesse, 2024).

A special segment of China’s ‘silver economy’ is the development of
medical devices and technologies adapted to the elderly. These devices
help the elderly to have a more independent and fulfilling life. One
example of progress in the aforementioned sector is the development of
technology for remote monitoring of vital health parameters of the elderly.
In this way, healthcare workers can remotely and in a timely manner assess
the health condition of a person and react accordingly. Companies such
as Xiaomi and Philips stand out in this domain, and the growth of the
home medical device market is expected to exceed 52.64 billion US dollars
this year (Interesse, 2024). Today, almost the entire population in China
has basic health insurance. In order to improve health care, especially for
the elderly, China launched long-term health care pilot projects in nearly
50 cities in 2016, which financially support home care projects,
rehabilitation and nursing home accommodation. In this area, China has
also developed a system of home and community care to reduce pressure
on nursing homes. Home and community care involves the establishment
of day care centers for the elderly and public kitchens, as well as providing
assistance for living in one’s own home.

There is also a growing need to adapt housing units to the needs of
the elderly, which means installing handrails, ramps, adjusting entrances
and moving around the apartment. This leads to the growth of the
industry of specialized solutions for smart homes, as well as various aids
for the elderly. China is one of the few countries in the world that has
developed the concept of age-friendly cities. Thus, cities such as Shanghai
and Hangzhou are developing neighborhoods that combine health, social
and recreational facilities. Today, it is noticeable in China that the older
generations are changing the traditional view of the role that the elderly
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once had in society. Instead of a quiet life in retirement focused on caring
for one’s grandchildren, today’s older population is living a much more
active life. To support this change and encourage its senior citizens to enjoy
life, China, among other things, is promoting lifelong learning programes,
intergenerational solidarity programs that are deeply rooted in Chinese
society, volunteering and travel arrangements customizes to seniors.
Intergenerational solidarity primarily involves a family-based, but also a
broader societal model of mutual support, which is based on the
traditional Confucian concept of respecting and caring for one’s parents.
Broader societal intergenerational solidarity involves encouraging and
supporting programs in which young volunteers visit senior citizens,
whether in nursing homes, day care centers, or in their own homes.

Pharmacy is a special branch of the silver economy, given that in line
with the needs of an increasingly aging population, Chines market it
offering an increasing number of products for the elderly in the form of
supplements, special chemical products for body care, special clothing,
and the like.

In the field of culture and arts, changes and adaptations to the needs
of the elderly are also taking place. Agencies offer specialized organized
tours for the elderly, social clubs are being opened for the elderly
population, various events are being organized for socializing and
promoting a more active social life. In order to encourage the growth of
the ‘silver economy’, the Chinese government, among other things, in
2014 decided to allow foreign investors to participate equally in the elderly
care sector. The government has also focused on promoting employment
opportunities and educational programs in order to increase the number
and quality of workers in this industry.

China also demonstrated an active approach to developing the ‘silver
economy’ last year when it adopted the ‘Opinions on Developing the Silver
Economy to Enhance the Well-being of the Elderly’ on Jan 15, 2024. This
document defines the ‘silver economy’ as a set of economic activities to
address the problem of population aging and calls for preparations to
meet the needs of a larger number of elderly people in the future.
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MEASURES THAT SERBIA IS TAKING TO INCREASE THE NUMBER
OF POPULATION

According to the 2022 census, there are 1,311,712 families with
children in Serbia, of which over 50% are families with only one child.
There are 473,669 families with two children, 102,858 with three children,
while there are only 17,843 families with four children, and only 5,516
families with five or more children (Republi¢ki zavod za statistiku, 2023).
Serbia is approaching the problem of a declining population in a
multidimensional way (Rasevi¢ & Bjelobrk, 2021). On the one hand, there
are financial incentives for families with children, housing subsidies,
programs such as providing empty country houses to young families, in
vitro fertilization at the expense of the state, while on the other hand,
there is active work to encourage the return of our citizens from abroad.

The Law on Financial Support for Families with Children, which was
introduced in 2018, provides significant financial benefits for the first four
children (Vlada Republike Srbije, 2017; 2018; 2021a; 2021b; 2021c; 20233;
2023b; 2024a). Although provisions of this Law present steps in a good
direction it is necessary to point out to some of its disadvantages, like the
fact that it excludes certain categories of children, like those born before
July 1, 2018 and also the fifth and each subsequent child. In other words,
families with more than four children cannot expect state support in this
way. Such anomalies need to be corrected. If the state has decided to
encourage births by providing parental allowance for the third and fourth
child until the child reaches the age of 10, then this provision should be
applied to every third and fourth child who is under 10 years old at the
time of the Law’s adoption, and until the child reaches the age of 10. Also,
the same parental allowance that is provided for the fourth child should
be recognized for each subsequent child born.

The Republic Health Insurance Fund fully finances all approved in vitro
fertilization procedures (Republic¢ki fond zdravstvenog osiguranja, 2023).
In the case of in vitro fertilization with their own material, couples without
children are allowed an unlimited number of attempts, while couples with
one child are allowed two stimulated in vitro fertilization attempts and
three cryotransfers free of charge. The state also covers the costs of three
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stimulated attempts and three cryoembryotransfers with donated
reproductive cells. In these cases, the state also covers the costs of one
import of reproductive cells from abroad.

Local governments subsidize the prices of public kindergartens, and in
the event that there are no places in public kindergartens, parents can
enroll their child in a private kindergarten, with the difference in price
between public and private kindergarten being reimbursed. Most public
kindergartens provide free attendance for the third and each subsequent
child, although this is a decision that is made individually from municipality
to municipality.

Assistance for the purchase of the first property is provided in the
form of state subsidies of up to 20,000 euros for young families who
purchase their first property (Vlada Republike Srbije, 2023c). This
measure provides support to young couples to make it easier to decide
to start a family, but also encourages the development of the real estate
market. The measure is aimed at mothers whose children were born after
January 1, 2022. Exceptionally, if the mother has passed away, the
applicant may be the father.

The Ministry of Rural Affairs is implementing a program to provide
grants for the purchase of a rural house with a plot in the territory of the
Republic of Serbia (Vlada Republike Srbije, 2024b). According to the
Ministry, over 3,500 houses have been moved into so far, and around
16,000 people have found their new home in this way. It is also important
to note that these are primarily younger people who have decided to take
this step, with an average age of under 30. In addition, the Ministry is also
financing the purchase of minibuses, 78 of which have been purchased so
far, which are used by rural municipalities for the transportation of the
rural population.

According to official data from the Government of the Republic of Serbia,
the result of the pro-natal policy in Serbia is an increase in the fertility rate
from 1.4 in 2012 to 1.63 in 2024 (Republicki zavod za statistiku, 2025), with
the aim of bringing this figure to around 1.75 children per woman by 2027.
This is still far from the necessary rate of 2.1, but it is certainly an indicator
that the measures initiated are yielding certain results.
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CONCLUSION:
FROM POPULATION POLICY TOWARDS
DEMOGRAPHIC DEVELOPMENT

Given the small families that have become more common in China in
recent decades and the migration of the workforce due to greater
urbanization, China is facing a growing need for the state, in cooperation
with local and private entities, to take over the care of the elderly. To this
end, the government of the People’s Republic of China has built a systemic
response to the needs of the growing elderly population. A series of
measures are being implemented aimed at improving the living conditions
of the elderly population, from the field of healthcare, through the
adaptation of housing and urban spaces, pension reforms and the
development of new services and segments in the field of culture.

Certain results have been achieved, but their sustainability and further
development of measures in these policy segments will depend on
innovations in state and local policies in respected domain as well as on
China’s future demographics. The policies and practices of the People’s
Republic of China in the field of improving the quality of life of an increasingly
aging population can serve as an example for other countries facing a similar
problem, and Serbia is certainly one of them. Also, the example from Serbia
can serve for the further development of Chinese population policy. In a
short time interval and with modest financial resources, a certain result has
been achieved in Serbia, which must be confirmed in the coming decades.

‘Fertility is a multi-stakeholder and multi-disciplinary issue. Scientific
predictions and policy discourses are essential as we all seek answers.
Accurate communication will facilitate a better understanding of the
problem and informed decision-making. Reducing the total fertility rate
(TFR) will challenge the global community and could stimulate innovations
that will help us achieve sustainable development in the long term.” (Mburu,
Kiarie & Allotey, 2024). In any case, in this area it is necessary to deepen
bilateral cooperation through the exchange of experiences and acquired
knowledge, the implementation of joint scientific projects and the adoption
of good solutions. Further demographic trends in both countries depend
on this, as well as the conceptualization of sustainable development.
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