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PROGRESSISTS: AVOIDING 
EUROPEAN COURSE 

The outcome of the May 2012 elections tec-

tonically changed Serbia’s political scene. The 

election victory of the Progressists and their 

coalition partners was a comeback of the po-

litical bloc of 1990s known for its nationalism, 

populism, destruction of institutions, political 

revanchism and radicalism. The “old regime” 

has been restored producing devastating effects 

on domestic, regional and international level.

The Progressists and the newly formed govern-

ment do not know how to cope with burning 

economic and social issues. The public has ap-

plauded their anti-corruption campaign in the 

first months of their rule. However, it is more 

than obvious that they are both impotent and 

unwilling to fight corruption through institu-

tions and prosecution offices – they rather fight 
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it in the media. The campaign itself that mostly 

targets the Democrats (who well deserved it, to 

tell the truth) is after annulling Serbia’s orien-

tation towards EU.

A social consensus on political system has not 

been reached yet. Twelve years after the Octo-

ber 5 change of the regime, Serbia’s political, 

institutional and administrative architecture 

is still among the most controversial issues. 

Changes in composition of the elected local 

self-governments could easily lead to anarchy. 

The Constitutional Court’s decision on uncon-

stitutionality of many provisions of Vojvodi-

na’s Statute coincided with the beginning of 

the new government’s term of office. Not only 

has the new regime ousted local governments 

in Novi Sad and other places in Vojvodina 

but is also after annulment of the province’s 

autonomy. 

Numbers of professionals have been deposed, 

regardless of the offices they had occupied. A 

kind of “cultural revolution” has taken place – 

both vertically and horizontally. Its longstand-

ing effects will be devastating. One of the de-

posed officials was the Governor of the Central 

Bank. “Old” cadres have occupied institutions, 

especially those in the security sector. Reap-

pointment of judges and prosecutors that had 

not been reelected in the process of the judi-

ciary reform (some 500 persons) created the 

atmosphere of revanchism and annihilated the 

anyway deficient judiciary reform.

As for foreign policy, the new government has 

gone public only with arguments against mem-

bership of NATO and Serbia’s neutrality. Lit-

tle is known about the course of army reforms 

that used to be most successful (with assistance 

from NATO).

The new regime has questioned all the achieve-

ments made by its predecessors, especially the 

agreements with Kosovo. For President Nikolic, 

these agreements are “harmful.” And yet and 

regardless of the fact that it has not joined the 

ruling coalition, Democratic Party of Serbia is a 

major player when it comes to Kosovo and Ser-

bia’s political system. 

In almost no time the new regime demonstrat-

ed affinity for Russia. Declaratively, it has opted 

for EU. But its actions and controversial state-

ments about Serbia’s European course gener-

ate not only confusion but also fundamental 

uncertainties. Attitudes of the new government 

and the President of the Republic indicate lack 

of readiness and capacity to come to grips with 

pressing problems and challenges that face Ser-

bia at this point.

Catastrophic economic situation that badly 

needs financial injections to prevent the coun-

try’s bankruptcy only fuels the inconsequent 

foreign policy. As the two major parties of the 

ruling coalition – Serb Progressive Party /SNS/ 

and Socialist Party of Serbia /SPS/ - have always 

been politically close to Moscow, the new gov-

ernment relies on Russia’s and China’s assis-

tance. Russia had openly supported Tomislav 

Nikolic in the election campaign.

PRESIDENT NIKOLIĆ ADDRESSES 
THE UN GENERAL ASSEMBLY 

Addressing the UN General Assembly in New 

York on September 25 has been President 

Nikolic’s most important foreign policy per-

formance up to now. His speech was a combi-

nation of ambivalent and blurred statements 

about Serbia’s future course, especially when it 

comes to Kosovo.1

1 In the election campaign (or before it began) neither 

Tomislav Nikolic nor his party fellows spoke about a so-

lution to the Kosovo problem. They promised to broach 

the issue once they came to power. Even since they have 

been announcing to present a unified national-state 
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In his address he accused the former govern-

ment of taking Serbia to “the edge of an abyss” 

(“the edge from which Serbia could fall into 

Kosovo independence”)2 and was even more 

critical about some “big powers” that had “bru-

tally” pushed Serbia toward this edge.3

At the same time he assured the global audi-

ence that Serbia would implement all its ob-

ligations, including Belgrade-Prishina agree-

ments. He also spoke about Serbia’s “earnest 

desire to continue the talks (with Prishtina) in 

good will. What Serbia offers are “direct nego-

tiations at the highest political level,” he said.4

The fact is that Serbia cannot officially ap-

propriate Kosovo North – its strategic goal – 

through the dialogue on “technical issues.” 

This is why it has been insisting – since the 

Kostunica cabinet – on Serb-Albanian politi-

cal dialogue or an international conference on 

Kosovo.5

Tomislav Nikolic also insists on a political dia-

logue on the highest level. Serbia wants no 

more to negotiate “the implementation of Ko-

sovo’s independence,” he says, adding, “This is 

how things really stand though they keep us 

telling that Kosovo status is not negotiable and 

we are not to be asked about it. So what else 

could be on the negotiating table?”6 

platform of all key political players. The platform has 

been presented up to now. 

2 Nikolic’s interpretation of his own speech in an interview 

with TV Prva, September 25, 2012. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Politika, September 26, 2012. 

5 Almost all political parties’ stands on Kosovo are more or 

less the same. Belgrade’s “attractive” offer of a “historical 

agreement with Albanians” has always been after parti-

tion of Kosovo and, as a compensation for the “loss,” par-

tition of Bosnia-Herzegovina (integration of Republika 

Srpska into Serbia). 

6 Politika, September 26, 2012. 

Vuk Jeremic, former foreign minister and pre-

sent chairman of the UN General Assembly, 

also hopes that “status negotiations” could be 

renewed. “Prishtina must understand that a 

solution to the province’s status could only be 

found together with Serbia at a negotiating ta-

ble,” he said.7

On the very same day the newly appointed 

head of the negotiating team for Kosovo, De-

jan Pavicevic, presented a protocol to Brussels – 

Serbia’s approval for the beginning of integrat-

ed border management with Kosovo.

Most domestic commentators agreed that 

Nikolic’s address in New York demonstrated po-

litical continuity and persistence on the “both 

Europe and Kosovo” formula.8

FALSE HOPES 

The new parliamentary majority – emerging 

from the coalition agreement on the govern-

ment – Serb Progressive Party /SNS/, Social-

ist Party of Serbia /SPS/ and United Regions 

of Serbia /URS/ declared Serbia’s membership 

of EU a strategic priority. This was the main 

reason why officials from EU and US believed 

the new government would pursue the course 

– along with all deviations and wavering - of 

their predecessors lead by Democratic Party /

DS/.

7 Politika, October 1, 2012. 

8 „The bottom line of President Nikolic’s speech in New 

York is: persistence on the ’both EU and Kosovo’ policy, 

that we shall never recognize Kosovo and that everything 

else is possible if agreed on,“ says Ognjen Pribicevic, 

former Ambassador to Germany. Politika, September 27, 

2012; „Nikolic’s speech is music to one’s ears but not a 

U-turn in the defense of Kosovo. It follows in the foot-

steps of Boris Tadic’s policy,“ says Vladimir Jovanovic, 

foreign minister in the Milosevic era. Danas, September 

27, 2012.
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However, in late September and early October 

it became obvious that new policymakers were 

stalling negotiations with Prishtina. Tomislav 

Nikolic was the first to say this in public. Ad-

dressing his party’s electoral assembly he an-

nounced that Serbia would be posing precon-

ditions in the process of European integration 

– “something it has never done before.” “There 

is no reason whatsoever to run after some date 

or paper,” he said. Such practice, he said, “has 

made a charity case of Serbia,” he said.9

Suzana Grubjesic, vice-premier for European 

integration, backed him by saying, “Movement 

towards EU is neither easy nor simple. It’s not a 

100-meter track but a marathon. Therefore, one 

should not rush headlong.”10 As for Premier 

Dacic, Serbia should “speed up its movement 

towards EU but not run for a date for accession 

negotiations at all costs.”11 

Only Liberal Democratic Party /LDP/ makes no 

bones about the significance of EU member-

ship and criticizes the attitude of the ruling co-

alition. Its leader, Cedomir Jovanovic, says that 

statements by governmental officials indicate a 

plan for keeping the society comatose. “As they 

pass the hat all over the world, ready to accept 

anything just to fill in the budget – a result of 

an inefficient policy – they use Europe as a per-

fect excuse or a scarecrow whenever someone 

in Serbia poses them a logical question.”12 

Some commentators pinpoint that Serbia, 

though “needing a deeper integration into Eu-

rope, must also have a national policy of its 

own – “hence, a variant of the ‘both EU and 

9 On the same occasion Nikolic messaged European offi-

cials, „They are well aware of what we could do and what 

we could not. Without Kosovo and Metohija we would be 

like a man on his deathbed in a stately mansion.“ Poli-

tika, October 2, 2012.

10 Danas, October 1, 2012.

11 RTV B92, October 1, 2012.

12 Danas, October 2, 2012.

Kosovo’ policy will always be in play.”13 Others 

take that this policy is a reaction to “the pretty 

improper pressure from Ashton” and a result of 

fresh self-confidence of the regime that man-

aged to “borrow moneys to keep it going till 

the end of the year.”14

Vice-Premier Aleksandar Vucic, who has visited 

Germany twice since appointed, warns that the 

government’s future actions will not exactly 

be citizens’ cup of tea. This indicates that only 

fulfillment of conditions could help solve the 

serious crisis.15

TOWARD EU UNDER OUR 
OWN CONDITIONS 

The fact that EU progress report on Serbia is 

“negatively neutral” meaning that the date for 

the beginning of accession negotiations has 

been postponed till some indefinite period 

next year does not suit the new regime. Judg-

ing by reactions (to this report) by President 

Nikolic, Premier Dacic and Vice-premier Suzana 

Grubjesic, movement towards EU is on the pri-

ority agenda no more. “Serbia will be posing its 

own preconditions in the process of EU integra-

tion,” said Nikolic.

In the meantime, Euro-enthusiasm among 

citizens of Serbia – that oscillated in 2001- fur-

ther declined in 2012. A survey the governmen-

tal Office for European Integration conducted 

in the summer of 2012 showed that less than 

50 percent (actually 49) of Serbia’s population 

supports membership of EU.16 

13 Nikola Jovanovic, Politika, October 2, 2012.

14 Predrag Simic, ibid. 

15 In an interview with TV Prva on September 30, Vucic 

said, “I do not want to make patriotic statements – nei-

ther I could nor it’s time for such statements. There will 

not be good news. We must tell people that hardship and 

problems await them.” 

16 Danas, August 20, 2012. 
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Another survey conducted by CESID on Sep-

tember 18-25, 2012 indicates that support for 

EU fell by 2 percent when compared with find-

ings in June 2011. Some 35 percent of Serbia’s 

citizens opposes EU membership (10 percent 

more than in June), while 18 percent of them 

are undecided.17 Young people make the big-

gest percentage among Euro-skeptics.

Speaking of Euro-integration, EU (through Ger-

many as its mouthpiece and the most influen-

tial member-state) and US take normalization 

of relations with Prishtina a key test of the new 

regime’s good will. At the same time, stands 

about Kosovo make up the most evident “point 

of discord” between ruling officials. Their con-

tradictory statements only fuel the general 

confusion.

On the one hand new officials strongly criticize 

their predecessors for the dialogue with Prishti-

na and the agreements made, and, on the oth-

er, claim that Belgrade will meet all the obli-

gations deriving from negotiations. Moreover, 

two allegedly most disputable obligations – on 

regional representation (Kosovo with an aster-

isk and without a footnote alongside it) and in-

tegrated border management – are about to be 

implemented.

At the same time, the new regime announces 

a higher level of political representation in the 

dialogue with Prishtina. Premiers Ivica Dac-

ic and Hashim Thaci met for the first time in 

Brussels on October 19. The two also had sepa-

rate meetings with Catherine Ashton.

Belgrade has been announcing adoption of a 

strategy for Kosovo for some time now. It ob-

viously tries to buy time. According to official 

sources, the strategy will be based on a consen-

sus of all relevant political players. Interviewed 

17 http://www.b92.net/info/vesti/index.

php?yyyy=2012&mm=10&dd=17&nav_

category=1262&nav_id=652528 

in the “Impression of the Week” show, Presi-

dent Nikolic said he was not pleased with the 

agreements the former government had signed 

but would keep his promise and implement 

these agreements.18

EUROPE’S STANCE 

All relevant international actors – from EU to 

US – expect Serbia to begin a high-level politi-

cal dialogue with Prishtina as soon as possible, 

the more so since supervised independence of 

Kosovo ended in early September. However, 

their expectations of the dialogue are basically 

opposite to what Belgrade tries to impose un-

der the same name. International players ex-

pect normalization of Belgrade-Prishtina rela-

tions. High Representative of EU for Foreign Af-

fairs and Security Policy Catherine Ashton was 

quite clear about it. She reminded Belgrade 

that it will have “to make hard decisions.”19

During their visit to Belgrade in mid-Septem-

ber German parliamentarians from the ruling 

CDU, Andreas Schohenhoff and Hans Joachim 

Falenski were even more straightforward. Apart 

from well-known demands, they requested 

Belgrade and Prishtina to sign a binding docu-

ment on not stalling each other’s movement 

towards EU.

The former government promised that all the 

preconditions – abolishment of parallel insti-

tutions and withdrawal of Serb police officers 

from Kosovo North, apart from the agreements 

reached and continuation of the dialogue – 

would be fulfilled and that in December 2012 

Serbia would obtain the date for the beginning 

of accession negotiations. However, already in 

the summer of 2012 it was evident that Serbia 

would not meet the preconditions and that the 

18 

19 Politika, October 2, 2012.

http://www.b92.net/info/vesti/index.php?yyyy=2012&mm=10&dd=17&nav_category=1262&nav_id=652528
http://www.b92.net/info/vesti/index.php?yyyy=2012&mm=10&dd=17&nav_category=1262&nav_id=652528
http://www.b92.net/info/vesti/index.php?yyyy=2012&mm=10&dd=17&nav_category=1262&nav_id=652528
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date for accession negotiations would be post-

poned till the next year at the very best.

Under various excuses Serbia has done nothing 

so far to implement the reached agreements 

and resume the dialogue with Prishtina. The 

first step toward integrated border manage-

ment was made in late September. However, 

when integrated border management – includ-

ing Jarinje and Brnik border crossing stations – 

is to become operational is still an uncertainty. 

Premier Dacic paid a visit to Brussels to ar-

range continuation of the dialogue and met 

with his Kosovo counterpart, Hashim Thaci, on 

the occasion. Judging by his statements after 

the visit he sticks to his old rhetoric about Ko-

sovo. Namely, while promising to implement 

the agreements reached so far, Belgrade obvi-

ously tries to renegotiate some provisions 

RUSSIAN FACTOR 

Russia’s bigger influence on Serbia’s foreign 

policy after the change of the regime is still 

not transparent enough. Though both Nikolic 

and Dacic do their best to present themselves 

as pro-European politicians, their affinity for 

the East is indisputable. “Only Serbia do I love 

more than Russia,” said Nikolic in an interview 

for the Channel I of the Russian TV on the eve 

of his meeting with Russian President Vladimir 

Putin in Sochi on September 11.20 

Expectations that Moscow would help Serbia 

“to get to its feet” added to Nikolic’s Russia-

philia. According to newspaper sources, the 

two arranged a loan to Serbia that would fill a 

hole in its budget. However, the conditions of 

the loan have never been publicized.21 Speak-

ing of financial arrangements with Moscow, 

one should recall the 800-million-dollar loan 

20 Tanjug, September 10, 2012.

21 Tanjug, September 11, 2012.

for modernization of Serbia’s railways, which is 

still “on the waiting list.” The arrangement has 

been made during President Medvedev’s visit 

to Belgrade in October 2010. This was when 

the two countries signed an agreement on sup-

ply of Russian gas till 2021. According to this 

framework agreement Russian Gasprom was 

supposed to supply Serbia with 5 billion cubic 

meters of natural gas each year.

An annex to the agreement provides that sup-

ply of the Russian gas shall be conditioned by 

repayment of the 30-million-dollar debt for 

the gas exported in the period November 2000 

– January 2001, plus 10 million dollars for the 

supplies in 1995-2000. The debt shall be re-

paid till 2014. Russia is Serbia’s main supplier 

of natural gas. In 2011 Gasprom exported to 

Serbia 1.4 billion cubic meters. The agreement 

provides that Serbia shall pay 470 dollars per a 

cubic meter.22

Besides, Nikolic asked Russia a loan for rail-

roads and assistance for overcoming the eco-

nomic crisis, and said he looked forward for 

Russian investors in the Smederevo Ironworks. 

Belgrade also expects that the so-called South 

Stream would be realized as soon as possible. 

Should all these plans realize Russia would 

take over main economic strategic positions in 

Serbia, which would be a warrant for a long-

term influence on any government.

Alexander Konuzin, former Russian Ambassa-

dor to Serbia and active participant in its poli-

tics, did not even try to hide his sympathy for 

Serb Progressive Party. Before leaving Belgrade 

he said, “I am impressed by the energy the pre-

sent government invests in the development of 

Serb-Russian cooperation.”23 

As it seems, Russia looks forward to an agree-

ment on “joint economic and political interests 

22 RIA Novosti, October 13, 2012.

23 Tanjug, September 13, 2012. 
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in post-EU future of the Balkans and Europe.”24 

This could greatly influence Serbia’s future ori-

entation. Russia’s expectations rely on its sup-

port to Serbia “in the most critical budgetary 

point of its modern history, possible invest-

ment in arms industry and other branches of 

economy, but also on the strong support to Ser-

bia’s territorial integrity – all of which opens 

up new, more complex but also more logical 

geopolitical prospects to Serbia.”25 

Domestic analysts are at odds when it comes 

to Serbia’s geostrategic movement towards the 

East. Bosko Jaksic, columnist for the Politika 

daily, writes, “Serbia has not displaced itself 

from (European) structure. The regime has just 

camouflaged everything.”26 According to him, 

there is even a kind of silent agreement be-

tween Moscow and Washington, considering 

that Washington expects that is would be easier 

for “pro-Russian” president Nikolic to cut the 

Kosovo knot.27

Dragomir Andjelkovic, expert in Serb-Russian 

relations, also expects not U-turns in strate-

gic options. He agrees that Belgrade will not 

neglect Brussels for Moscow: what he expects 

is more stable balancing between the four 

proclaimed foreign policy “pillars” (Brussels, 

Washington, Moscow and Beijing).28 

Analyst Miodrag Radosavljevic holds that after 

the latest meeting between Nikolic and Pu-

tin “relations between Serbia and Russia have 

reached the highest level in the recent history.” 

Reminding of the economic package given to 

24 Voice of Russia, September 12, 2012.

25 Ibid. „Citizens of Serbia expect Putnization of their state 

– democratically imposed law and order. For its part, 

Russia tries to identify and realize its extra interests in 

the Balkans,“ says Zujovic, commentator for the Voice of 

Russia. 

26 Politika, September 2, 2012.

27 Ibid.

28 Ibid.

Nikolic in Sochi, he wonders what the price was 

for it. “Is this to be paid with a changed politi-

cal course?” It is too early to answer this ques-

tion, he concludes.29

International players carefully observe Russia’s 

influence on developments in Serbia. EU repre-

sentatives (such as, say, Stefan Lehne) message, 

“EU welcomes good relations between Ser-

bia and Russia, which is EU’s most important 

partner.”30 

ATTITUDE TOWARD THE REGION 

By many undiplomatic (though frank) state-

ments the new aggravated the anyway fragile 

regional relations shortly after the elections. No 

doubt that these statements were telling of the 

prevalent mindset. Interpretation of the recent 

past remains the biggest stumbling block in the 

way of regional normalization, especially when 

it comes to Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo.

The attitude toward Bosnia – still considered a 

booty – is the most problematic of all. A special 

joint meeting of the governments of Serbia and 

Republika Srpska clearly manifested the nature 

of the relationship and mutual goals. Serbia 

accepted the Dayton Accords, said Nikolic, but 

the state (established by them) is dysfunctional 

and “slowly disappears before our eyes.”

For Serbian politicians Croatia remain a major 

rival. The issue of refugees is Belgrade’s strong-

est weapon against Croatia. “Croatia has not 

solved the problem of Serbs it had expelled, it 

has not returned them their property and has 

not made it possible for them to exercise mini-

mal human rights. However, for some reasons 

unknown, Croatia is acceptable to EU,” said 

Nikolic.31

29 NIN, September 20, 2012.

30 Politika, September 23, 2012.

31 Blic, October 21, 2012.
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Serbia’s unchanged attitude toward Montene-

gro was manifest in electoral results. Namely, 

this time Montenegrins voted for independ-

ence. This indicates that Belgrade constantly 

undermines Montenegro’s independence. 

During his recent visit to Skopje Nikolic sug-

gested that the state should mediate to resolve 

the dispute between Serb and Macedonian 

eastern orthodox churches. He also seized the 

opportunity to warn Macedonians of Albani-

ans. “Once they realize their rights in the terri-

tory of Serbia, they will invoke the same rights 

in other countries. Can anyone tell them then 

that they are entitled to a state of their own 

in Kosovo but not in Macedonia? Can anyone 

tell them then that they are entitled to a state 

of their own in Kosovo but to an autonomy in 

Greece or in Montenegro?” he said.32

32 Ibid.

CONCLUSION

Apart from political regression at home and undefined position not only in the Balkans but 

also in Europe, the new government’s policy leads Serbia to isolation and a new cycle of gen-

eral decline. This policy mirrors patriarchalism and strong resistance to Europeanization and 

modernization of the country.

Populism is just another manifestation of Serb nationalism that persists as one and only 

ideology.

EU should not allow Serbia’s isolation. It should be more creative in its approach not only to 

Serbia but also to all West Balkan countries. The stick and carrot approach has limits in socie-

ties such as Serbian.

Criteria and conditions Serbia should meet are not achievable in the foreseeable future: on the 

one hand Serbia is not sufficiently capacitated to achieve them and, on the other, the prevalent 

trend in it is anti-European. Only new policies, integrated sectors and developmental strategy 

could prevent further regressive tendencies.

Civil society should be backed as a relevant advocate of European values.

Regional cooperation should be raised at the highest level possible. Croatia could play a major 

role in interpreting EU and negotiating processes to Serbia.
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