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Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to identify the key security risks in the area of the
Western Balkans, which are actually the common denominator in attempts at cooperation,
coordination and integration in the field of creating defense and security policies, on regional
and national level. Apart from the identification of security risks that determine the viability
of Western Balkan actors, the fact that it is a region that is not fully integrated within the
NATO defense and security infrastructure, partial integration will be used as a variable in the
analysis of cooperation opportunities, in the political and contractual context. Finally, the
capacities of regional cooperation in the field of security, determined by bilateral and regional
agreement frameworks, will be presented. The contribution of this work in a scientific sense
will be the answer to the question of how much the potential joint action of small states in
the face of modern security risks affects the process of creating security sustainability at the
individual (state) level, as the ultimate goal in understanding national interests.
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Introduction

Security in the contemporary international relations represents the most used
word within political and business elite. From one side, politicians are worried about
ongoing negative trends in the context of security, bearing in mind the widening of war
zones throughout the world. From the other side, business elite (economic, investment and
financial companies) are worried about the endangering of their business routes because of
the security challenges, threats and risks, as a consequence of numerous armed clashes. In
fact, the concept of security (in contemporary international relations) is taken as the most
sensitive and important issue for each individual, society and country (Baral, 2017, p. 1).

Generally, security politics plays important role in national politics of each state, but
nowadays, it is also subject of foreign policy strategies of national states, bearing in mind
the international platforms based to security issues. NATO is one of the most prominent and
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media represented international organization which is based on the security issues, risks and
threats of its member-states. At the beginning, established as an military alliance during the
Cold War era, modern NATO represents an organization which focus is multi-vector, based not
only to so-called traditional threats which are endangering national security mosaic from the
perspective of territorial integrity and political sovereignty, but it represents a platform for
dealing a huge number of contemporary and modern threats which are present in different
sectors - from classical military threats, throughout the health and economic risks, to the
cyber space obstacles and challenges.

In this context, closely related to international security and military platforms,
there are small states which are facing limited resources when it comes to instruments and
mechanisms in establishing and managing national security politics. From the perspective of
realists, stable, sustainable and predictable security politics could lead exclusively big states,
or so-called big powers which are possessing wide and permanent resources for establishing
and performing security politics in according with their national interests. From the other
side, as the realist scholars understand, small states are not able to lead independent security
policy because of the lack of power and resources, so, in such context, they are exclusively
dependent to adjustment to security policy courses of big powers.

In this article authors will try to explain the maneuvering space of small states in
the processes of establishing and managing security politics within the Western Balkans
framework using their limited resources and NATO membership as an double indicator
which will lead us to the answer the three following questions: Do small states could lead
independent security policy?; Do NATO membership in the context of Western Balkans
represents a variable which determines the security sustainability of Western Balkans actors?;
and Do Western Balkan actors are able to perform coordinated security politics on regional
basis in the actual circumstances?

From the empirical perspective, authors will use the examples of Covid-19 pandemic,
Ukrainian War and Balkan migrant routes - three different security challenges for Western
Balkans actors that could be sufficient platform for reaching answers to the previously placed
questions in this study.

At the same time, empirical examples of security issues within Western Balkans
will represent a good basis for contemporary understanding of security, as a phenomena
that is part of each social sector and as a phenomena which is not related only to the
political sovereignty and territorial integrity, but to numerous institutional flows, national
and regional, which determine sustainability, as a key point in contemporary understanding
of security on different levels, as it explains professor Ejdus (Ejdus, 2022).

In the context of small states, but also generally in the context of security, as
a science, the findings of the paper would be relevant platform for understanding the
importance of cooperation, coordination and integration when it comes to contemporary
security challenges, risks and threats, but also for understanding the concept of sustainability
in actual international relations which could be analyzed as a contrary point of isolation - as
a political, economic or security instrument. In fact, paper will provide an explanation about
interdependence that is, in the process of facing with contemporary security issues, placed
as a pre-condition.
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Security policy of small states

Throughout the history, “decisive element in the concept of security was a military
force. In the second half of the 20th century, the security dilemma it suddenly has moved
towards a wider area of social life, whereby non-military security threats has become
increasingly important place, and the source of state power is shifting from strictly military
factors and its accompanying elements towards technology, human education potential
and market control” (Gacinovi¢, 2018, p. 176). This explanation given by Radoslav Gacinovi¢
provides essential basis for understanding the role of small states in the international
security framework. At the same time, such explanation leads us toward wider understanding
of the concept of national security which is still composed with military elements, but not
exclusively. In that context, we could move further and add that “the security of each country
rests on its elements national powers, which are primarily: the size of the territory; economic
strength; geographical position; raw materials; dependence on foreign markets; technical
and technological capacity; national character; effectiveness of government to implement
decisions; production power; reserves; educational level of the population and national morale
and internal solidarity” (Gacinovi¢, 2018, p. 176). Such explanation of the concept of security
provides much more options for understanding the management of security policy from the
perspective of small states, allowing them to play important role not exclusively in creation
its own security policy, but also on the regional and international level. In fact, mentioned
explanation, contrary to the position of classical realists, provides to small states numerous
mechanisms for acting in the security politics sphere, and, on that basis, promoting its own
national interests. The modern understanding of security is more multidimensional and
more comprehensively, and not only in terms of its interior vertical, sectoral and horizontal
breakdowns meaning (Ejdus, 2022): it is seen as a state, organization and function. “Security
as a state represents protection.” of some good, value, legacy of society (Gajic, 2020, p. 64).

Concretely, from the challenges perspective, ,small states face many challenges,
some of which are crucial to their existence. In addition to traditional military threats, small
states today also face non-traditional security challenges such as terrorism, environmental
disasters, hybrid threats, cyber attacks or economic and social vulnerabilities” (Vaicekauskaité,
2017, p. 9). In a huge manner, non-traditional challenges, risks and threats represent the
focal point of understanding the role of small states within contemporary security flows.
Those are challenges, risks and threats which consequences do not endanger the territorial
integrity and political sovereignty directly of the states (no matter whether it is small states
or big powers), but indirectly cause damages to the different sectors and levels (as it explains
professor Filip Ejdus) that subsequently brought into question the sustainability of the states
as a whole system. In that context, “opposite of the claiming of Thorhallson that small states
need security guarantees of powerful states or organizations to survive” (Vaicekauskaité,
2017, p. 9), nowadays this so-called group of states are also active part of the wider cross-
border security infrastructure which is a kind of pre-condition for facing and managing with
contemporary and ongoing security challenges, risks and threats.

But, active performing of security policy by small states, does not mean that this
group of states are exclusively autonomous in creation its own, national security policy.
At the same time previous statement do not cofirms the classical realists position that
small states are uncapable to lead its own security policy. The truth is, in the context of
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contemporary regional and international flows, somewhere in the middle. Small states are
actively participating in creation and managing security policies, on internal, regional and
international level, but their role is limited, like the role of big powers, although the resources
and their capacites seems that are unlimited. In fact, the precise understanding is that
contemporary security challenges, risks and threats do not recognize the power which is able
to face them on unlimited basis in the context of capacities. Each subject of international
relations nowadays has a substantial role in the security context because of the cross-border
nature of challenges, risks and threats. In that context, small states could be operational
player in security policies, with certain internal preconditions which make them reliable on the
regional and international scene. As it exlains Walt, “alliances usually bring together members
with similar strategic interests and ideologies and are mutually reinforcing” (Vaicekauskaite,
2017, p. 11), but we have to add that being part of alliances nowadays does not mean only
common interests and goals, but also certain internal institutional preconditions fullfillment
which, especially in the case of small states, allows this group of states to take active part of
certain alliances.

Small states active performing of security policy in contemporary international
relations is not just a provided benefit by scholars and strategists which have found the
place of these states in creating and managing security policies, but huge responsibility
which allows these states to create effective and efficient internal institutional infrastructure,
to become reliable and equal player within international relations and thus to reject the
negative opinions about their incompetence in leading security policy, including promotion of
national interests on the autonomous basis, but in partnership with other actors.

WESTERN BALKANS ACTORS IN THE FIELD OF SECURITY - POTENTIALS AND OBSTACLES
FOR COOPERATION, COORDINATION AND INTEGRATION

There are no doubts that political entities within the Western Balkans states are
facing with the similar or the same challenges, risks and threats from the security perspective.
Those are political entities which are placed in a narrow geographic area which by default
means that it is almost impossible to discuss about different security flows between mentiond
actors. In fact, since the desintegration of the former Yugoslav Federation, Belgrade, Skopje,
Pristine, Podgorica, Sarajevo and Tirana are facing on internal, regional, wider European and
global level with same security obstacles which are challenging their national security.
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SECURITY CHALLENGES, RISKS AND THREATS - WESTERN BALKANS

DOMESTIC

Political / Institutional

(Freedom House (2023, pp.
7-8, as cited in Prorokovi¢ et
al., 2024, pp. 431-432))

Economic

Security

= elite-driven politics and
diplomacy have excluded
the voices of civil society
and ordinary citizens

= Serbia scores below at
least two of its Western
Balkan

= potentions for crisis
and clashes on the
territory of Kosovo
and Metohija

the OECD (OECD, 2024,
p. 24)

B = neighbours in the areas
c * antidemocratic and au- of trade, energy and tax [ = criminal settlements
thoritarian leaders E?elgslersé hL:igrl:rlllgI;;:n?O':,I;? e administrative line
L' [ = elections marred by irreg- quiring tmp between central Ser-
" ment for .
G ularities bia and Kosovo and
. = achieving convergence Metohija
R | power concentration and : .
e with the European Union . T
weak institutions, coupled (EU) (OECD, 2024, p. 22) | " Islamist radicalism in
A with low public trust and ' P the Sandzak region
D political favouritism (Zam- . . e
fir, 2020) political radicalization
E = international migrant
routes (so-called Bal-
kan route)
= elite-driven politics and = North Macedonia is = (apacites of potential
diplomacy have excluded among the lowest per- ethnic tensions
the voices of civil society formers in the areas of , . .
: " I ; * international migrant
and ordinary citizens tourism, digital society
! routes (so-called Bal-
S . . and transport policy,
* antidemocratic and au- . kan route)
K thoritarian leaders scoring below four of . -
its Western Balkan » Islamist radicalism
0 | = acute political dysfunction ;:elghbours, h|ghl|ghtnjg . terrorist cells
P [ = strong political polariza- € areas requiring m « oolitical .
tion provement for achieving political extremism
J convergence with the (attack of National
ElT parliamentary blockades European Union (EU) and Assembly in 2017

(“Zavrsena Evakuacija
iz Sobranja; Deseci
Povrijedenih,” 2017)

53




Bpoj 1, 2025/Vol. 16, No. 1, 2025

O < m « T XV X Wuw

elite-driven politics and
diplomacy have excluded
the voices of civil society
and ordinary citizens

antidemocratic and au-
thoritarian leaders

ethnically aligned political
parties contributes to
hindering or boycotting
normal government deci-
sion-making (Defence and
Security Committee (DSC),
2024, p. 3)

Bosnia and Herzegovina
is significantly lagging
in the areas of digital
society, agriculture,
education and tourism
policy, scoring below all
of its Western Balkan
neighbours, highlighting
the areas requiring sub-
stantial improvement for
achieving convergence
with the European Union
(EU) (OECD, 2024, p. 23)

» political confronta-
tions between Sara-
jevo and Banjaluka as
a generator of armed
conflict

= |slamist radicalism

= heritage of inter-eth-
nic and civil war

= unresolved civil issues
from the nineties
wars on ethnic lines

= overlapping of police
and defense powers
between entities

* international migrant
routes.

> =Z > =X

elite-driven politics and
diplomacy have excluded
the voices of civil society
and ordinary citizens

antidemocratic and au-
thoritarian leaders

institutions are chal-
lenged by clientelistic
party politics

lagging judicial vetting
process
special anticorruption

courts made small strides
in addressing graft

Albania scores under the
regional average in both
SOEs and science, tech-
nology and innovation

(STI) (OECD, 2024, p. 24)

* international migrant
routes (so-called Bal-
kan route)

= criminal activities
with weapons and
drugs

= weak border control

= political polarization
and extremism

= unresolved status of
Kosovo and Metohija

elite-driven politics and
diplomacy have excluded
the voices of civil society
and ordinary citizens

antidemocratic and au-
thoritarian leaders

an uptick in violence in
the Serb-majority north

The Kosovo government's
move to impose a ban

on the use and import

of the Serbian dinar
(Defence and Security
Committee (DSC), 2024,
p.-11)

Kosovo authorities raided
Serbian villages across
its southern territories
and confiscated Serbian
dinars from local post

= tensions and violent
clashes in northern
Kosovo between eth-
nic Serbs and Kosovo
Police (Defence and
Security Committee
(DSC), 2024, p. 2)

= A row over new
license plate re-
quirements in 2021
reignited tensions in
northern Kosovo

54




BE3BEAHOCHW JMJANO3N / SECURITY DIALOGUES
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The multiple tabular presentation composed of various relevant sources and the
analysis of the author of the paper points to the thesis that we put forward at the very
beginning of this paper, respectively. that political actors (Western Balkans Six) in the
Western Balkans are facing similar and the same challenges, risks and threats that have
arisen on the basis of internal, regional and international political, economic and security
developments and flows. We have actually used Ejdus’s understanding of security in modern
international relations to show, using the example of political entities in the Western Balkans,
how modern security challenges, risks and threats represent a common denominator within
the mentioned region that through cooperation, coordination and integration can contribute
to essential regional integration, but also to the sustainability of political entities in this
geographical area.

Ukrainian war and Covid-19 pandemic as indicators in potentials for security
cooperation, coordination and integration

Covid-19

Both crises with a significant global influence have also had a huge impact to
the political, economic and security flows within Western Balkans. The first one, Covid-19
pandemic has shown the vulnerabilities of the health infrastructures of political entities in
the mentioned region. Although Western Balkans Six have had different approach in resolving
this global health crisis, the negative impact of the pandemic, especially at the beginning of
it, had shown numerous of health care obstacles which Western Balkans Six are facing. As an
example we could mention the data-tracking Johns Hopkins University from 2020 according
which Western Balkans see highest COVID deaths per 100,000 globally (Ozturk, 2022). As of
31 January 2022, the historical average of excess deaths in the region was at 560 deaths per
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100 000 inhabitants, well above the OECD (407) and EU (249) averages (OECD, 2022, p. 58).
Such numbers provide concrete information about the health system issues that are facing
Western Balkans political entities. From such perspective, there were no differences in the
process of dealing with the crises, although Serbia was the first country in the region that
was able to import different sources vaccines, as well as to build specialized health centers
and hospitals for dealing Covid-19's challenges.

The high percentage of death cases within Western Balkans, mostly as a consequence
of weak health care institutional framework during the Covid-19 pandemic is a textbook
example about the challenges, risks and threats that are facing political entities of the
mentioned region. There were numerous examples of inter-regional assistance, especially
from Serbia, as it were donating vaccines to neighboring political entities, as well as opening
its borders for vaccinating the citizens from the region, but obviously it were not absolutely
sufficient measures that could lower the percentage of deaths in the Covid-19 period. The
point could be pre-pandemic cooperation, coordination and integration with the ongoing
challenges, risks and threats, as a pre-condition for sufficient facing with upcoming issues and
obstacles. In the context of Covid-19 pandemic, if there was regional interest for coordinated
resolving national health care issues that have been acute for decades, it could be assumed
that Western Balkans Six would be prepared for efficient and effective dealing with such
global crisis.

In the article Covid-19 pandemic represents an indicator that has shown two
assumptions: first one, if there were common regional approach with pre-pandemic coordination
from the point of health care systems. we could assume that political entities within the
region would be more adequately prepared for facing a health crisis with such intensity; from
the other side, almost the same challenges and consequences that Western Balkans Six have
faced during pandemic, from health, but also economic and social perspective, explains the
necessity of cooperation, coordination and integration in the context of providing stronger
and unified response for large-scale and cross-border security threats, as it was Covid-19.

Ukrainian War

Ukrainian War is another essentially important indicator for understanding the welfare
of regional cooperation, coordination and integration within Western Balkans framework.
Including the cooperation, coordination and integration in the field of contemporary security
challenges, risks and threats which in the case of above mentioned war have shown that are
intersected and interdependent. In fact, Ukrainian War which for the first time after World
War 2 brought into question the peace in the whole Europe has caused so-called traditional
security threats, as well as, at the same time, numerous political, energetic, economic and
migrant risks and challenges. From the Western Balkans perspective there was evident
political divergence in the context of the European sanctions against Russian Federation.
While other political entities in the Western Balkans has followed the EU sanctions imposed
against Moscow, Belgrade has decided to point out that “it is very wrong to violate the
territorial integrity of any country, including Ukraine”, but at the same time not to follow EU
foreign policy measures against Russia, referring that the Republic of Serbia believes that it is
not in its vital political and economic interest to impose sanctions on any country at this time,
not even its representatives or economic entities, as well as reminding it was not possible
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to impose sanctions on Russia, because it was the only one that did not impose sanctions
in the 90s, did not impose sanctions on Republika Srpska, protected Serbia in 2015 at the
United Nations when it vetoed the adoption of the resolution on Srebrenica, and maintains
the position of the Resolution 1244 as a permanent member of the Security Council (Gjurovski
et al., 2023, pp. 18-19).

This different Serbian approach regarding the EU measures against Russian
Federation in comparison to other Western Balkans parties has brought misunderstanding
not only in the relations between Belgrade and Brussels, but also within Western Balkans.
While the Open Balkans Initiative was brought into question due to the lack of comprehensive
Western Balkans involvement, Skopje, Tirana, Pristine and Podgorica has lanched new regional
platform on 100% compliance with the foreign policy of the European Union “Western Balkans
QUAD - 100 percent compliance with EU foreign policy” (“Sjeverna Makedonija, Albanija,
Kosovo i Crna Gora pokrenuli regionalnu platformu,” 2023). “After Russia's aggression against
Ukraine, alignment with the Common Foreign and Security Policy of the EU, but also more
broadly with the positions and values of the democratic world, turned into one of the most
important priorities of the countries that strive for EU membership. It is also a clear message
of where these countries belong”, said former North Macedonia foreign minister Bujar Osmani
(“Sjeverna Makedonija, Albanija, Kosovo | Crna Gora Pokrenuli Regionalnu Platformu,” 2023).

From the energetic and economic perspective, Ukrainian War has also shown
how much the regional cooperation, coordination and integration in the field of security is
important. If there was a common pre-war approach in energetic issues, as a necessity of
resources diversification, Western Balkans entities, except Serbia, would not be faced with
substantial energetic crisis during the first year of the conflict, as well as high resources
prices in the ongoing period. From the other side, common regional approach in the field
of energy probably would not brought official Belgrade to the position to be continuously
criticized at the political level because of energetic ties with Moscow, although the absolute
dependence of this country of the Russian energetic resources.

With lower intensity, but at the same time respectable from the point of Western
Balkans security mosaic, are also migrant and social challenges as a consequence of
Ukrainian War. There are intra-state and regional polarization between national, ethnic and
religious groups and societies regarding positioning toward mentioned conflict, but also the
positioning to the flows of Ukrainian refugees and Russian emigrants. Bearing in mind the
weak and fragile social cohesion within Western Balkans, it is important, from the negative
perspective, to point out the Ukrainian War represents one additional contributor of tensions
at the regional level. Although it is political, social and media discourse, bearing in mind
fragile and weak inter-social peace in the Western Balkans, such contributor has a strong
negative impact to the long-term process of reconciliation.

In fact, Ukrainian War represents an important indicator which shows numerous
of obstacles that are the reason and the consequence of the lack of regional cooperation,
coordination and integration. From one side, different political positioning and public discourse
are raising the instability potentials in the Western Balkans. From the other side, lack of
regional cooperation, coordination and integration raises other modern security aspects -
endangering economic sustainability, lack of energetic diversification, additional political
polarization, slow down to European integration path and, because of that, endangering the
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strategic foreign policy goal - EU membership, as a crucial common denominator in the
region.

Conclusion and recommendations

In the tabular presentation, we have shown through model levels and sectors how
modern security challenges, risks and threats are similar, and to a large extent identical, in
the politically defined area of the Western Balkans. In fact, the tabular presentation served
as a case study in this work, which is actually the basis for understanding first - the security
challenges, risks and threats faced by the political entities in the Western Balkans, then
showed their intertwining on the internal, regional and international level, and then also
hinted at the consequences of lack or, more precisely, insufficient regional cooperation,
coordination and integration in the field of security.

On the other hand, we have shown that these are challenges that do not fundamentally
determine the level of cooperation, coordination and integration in the Western Balkans, even
though we are talking about political entities, some of which are fully integrated into NATO
(Tirana, Podgorica, Skopje), some enjoy a degree of close cooperation and coordination with
NATO (especially Pristina and Sarajevo) and some that have reached the level of quality
cooperation and communication with NATO (Belgrade) based on the sovereign decision on
military neutrality.

This is actually a fundamentally important indicator that provides a double answer,
one in an academic and one in a pragmatic context: first, that contemporary challenges, risks
and threats require regional cooperation of small states, thus making them a relevant factor
in the comprehensive global security mosaic; secondly, membership in NATO in the context of
contemporary challenges, risks and threats does not determine or exclude cooperation with
partners outside the security and military framework of the Alliance.

When it comes to the global pandemic Covid-19 and the Ukrainian war, the challenges,
risks and threats faced by the Western Balkan six are shown, as well as the consequences
that would be significantly reduced if a coordinated response was provided at the regional
level. Although there was noticeable regional cooperation, especially at the technical level of
procurement of medical supplies and vaccines, in the context of the consequences, there was a
lack of synchronized pre-pandemic coordination in terms of the efficiency and effectiveness of
the health system, which would have a significant impact on dealing with security risks in the
health sector. The pandemic Covid-19 was a textbook example of modern security challenges,
how important preventive action and coordination are, and how small states actually play a role
in modern security trends. In addition, how much potential regional cooperation, coordination
and integration would contribute to a more efficient and effective response. When it comes to
the Ukrainian war, the empirical example of the positioning and approach of political entities
in the Western Balkans shows how dangerous the absence of essential cooperation in modern
security trends is in the process of creating a sustainable security environment, especially in
parts of the world, such as the analyzed region in this study, where so-called negative peace
still represents a significant determinant of political, social, economic and security conditions.
Although there was a compromise related to condemning the Russian military action on
the Ukrainian territory, different national approaches in the context of sanctions policy and
relations with Moscow in the following period, were determinators of new wafe of political
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and rethoric clashes between regional political elite which additionally contributed to the
anymosities within the Western Balkans.

Thus this paper has accomplished the defined goal, from academic/theoretical, as
well as empirical perspective. Contemporary security challenges, risks and threats have shown
that small states, as well, are playing important role in the global security framework, in the
context of reaching sustainability. Contemporary security challenges, risks and threats have
shown that cooperation, coordination and integration represents a kind of pre-condition for
facing with them, especially because of their cross-border nature. In that context cooperation,
coordination and integration on regional level plays even more substantial role. And, at the
end, limited cooperation, coordination and integration within the Western Balkans shows the
consequences of it, while numerous ongoing challenges, risks and threars at different levels
and in different sectors are showing the potentials and capacities of the essence of security
cooperation, coordination and integration.

Three key measures are crucial in the process of establishing regional grounds, in
the context of Western Balkans, for cooperation, coordination and integration in the security
sector:

« Political will that isolates daily politics as a benchmark for political decisions,

especially those one decisions related to potentials of regional platforms

+ Social understanding isolated from the rhetoric and interpretations of civil wars

in the post-Yugoslav area

«  Essential understanding of contemporary challenges, risks and threars, as well

as understanding of the regionalism as a strong and positive momentum in
contemporary international relations in the process of reaching sustainability.
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