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Abstract

Many analysts expected a radical change in President Joseph
Biden’s foreign policy compared to the foreign policy of previous
President Donald Trump. A year after his electoral victory, opinions
about how much Biden actually changed in the US foreign policy vary
from those who see it as a revolutionary change to those who perceive
it as a difference only in tone and continuity in the majority of crucial
policy aspects. This paper aims to contribute to this debate by addressing
the issues of continuity and changes in the new administration foreign
policy towards the Western Balkans. Although many expected that
Biden’s policy to the region would be much more similar to President
Barrack Obama’s or even President Bill Clinton’s approach, this paper
claims that the new administration has a lot in common with the course
of the previous President Donald Trump. There are also some changes
and modifications, but they seem to be less crucial than the elements
of continuity that exist between Biden’s and Trump’s administrations’
foreign policy towards this region. The paper also addresses the causes
of this continuity and claims that the main reason for that are structural
factors on the level of the international system. However, some reasons
for the continuity are also on the state (internal) and individual levels
of analysis.
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INTRODUCTION

The United States of America (US) present one of the most
important global actors. From the prism of the Western Balkans,
America is still one of the most influential foreign powers which
substantially influences regional affairs. Considering the election of
Joseph Biden for the US President in November 2020, many expected
“revolutionary change” (Andelman 2021) in comparison to the foreign
policy of Donald Trump. “America First” unilateral approach was
expected to be abandoned, with the US returning to multilateralism (with
American leadership in solving the most critical global problems and
protecting its interests) and focusing on the maintenance of its alliances
and promotion of values such as democracy and human rights. Many
expected the complete return to the pre-Trump period, or “Obama’s
(or even Clinton’s) third term” (Abrams 2021). Consequentially, there
were similar expectations regarding the US policy towards the Western
Balkans, considering that many criticized Trump’s approach to the
region as too soft towards some actors such as Serbia; non-coordinated
with the EU; not focused enough on the issues such as democracy and
human rights etc. However, certain analysts say that the radical change
in the general US foreign policy did not occur and that the White House
“changed tone, but not policies” (Labott 2021).

This paper aims to contribute to the discussion about the patterns
of continuity and change in Biden’s foreign policy, focusing on the case
of the Western Balkans. The paper claims that the approach of Biden’s
administration to this region contains more elements of continuity than
change compared to the course of'its Republican predecessor. Substantial
goals and instruments remained the same, with some modifications —
mostly of tone (narrative) and not much of policy. Therefore, it seems
that Biden’s policy so far looks more similar to the hypothetical
“Trump’s second term” (although with some differences) than to the
ideal type of the “Obama’s third term”. Paper also claims that structural
factors are the most important reason for this continuity. However,
some parts of the explanation for the patterns of continuity and change
are visible on the state (internal) and individual levels of analysis. In
the first section of the paper, we will present the main elements of
continuity that exist in the new administration’s foreign policy to the
Western Balkans. In the second section, we will show specific changes
that are visible compared to the previous administration. Finally, the
third section will analyze potential explanations for these patterns
of continuity and change coming from the three levels of analysis in
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International Relations: 1) Level of the international system (structural
level); 2) State (internal) level; 3) Individual level.

CONTINUITY IN NEW ADMINISTRATION’S POLICY
TOWARDS THE WESTERN BALKANS

There is a significant continuity with Trump’s approach in
many aspects of Biden’s foreign policy towards the Western Balkans.
This continuity could be summed up in the phrase: “more Carrots,
less sticks”. Considering the legacy of Clinton’s and (to some extent)
Obama’s administrations in the Western Balkans, when the US was
very willing to use “sticks” and to punish certain states, it was expected
that Biden’s administration would be more inclined to use coercive
measures such as economic or diplomatic sanctions to enforce the
implementation of its goals in the Western Balkans. The most explicit
statement that the US will not follow the harsh approach from the past
was delivered by Gabriel Escobar, who said that many of the people
analysts and politicians “continue to see their leadership through the
prism of 1990s, we don’t — we see it through the prism of 21 century”
(US Embassy Serbia 2021). There is also significant continuity in the
main goals and principles of the US Western Balkan foreign policy.
In the following paragraphs, we will present the essential aspects of
continuity in the US foreign policy towards the Western Balkans.

Focus on economic integration of the region

One of the essential characteristics of Trump’s administration
Western Balkan policy was prioritizing economic integration. It was
visible through at least two concrete examples. The first was that the US
focused on the economic normalization of relations between Belgrade
and Pristina instead of pressuring for a faster political settlement,
as was mostly the case during the previous Obama administration
(Nedeljkovic, Krstic 2021). The second was colossal support that the
Trump administration gave to the “Mini-Schengen” plan of establishing
a regional common market announced by Serbian, North Macedonian
and Albanian leaders in fall 2019 (US Mission Germany 2019). Support
was not only rhetorical, but the US even pressured authorities in Pristina
to join this project, which Pristina formally accepted with the signing
of the Washington Papers in September 2020 (CDDRI 2020, 9). For
Trump’s administration, regional economic integration was a bigger
priority than the EU accession of the region or solving the remaining

177



HOJINTHKA HAIIUOHAJIHE BE3BEE/JHOCTH cmp. 175-200

open political issues in the Balkan. It was contrary to the reserved EU
stance towards the Mini-Schengen initiative, which it never officially
supported (Pukanovi¢, Krsti¢ 2021, 18-19). Instead of that, the EU tried
in fall 2020 to promote its own form of regional economic integration
labelled Common Regional Market, which would include all Western
Balkan entities, and which would be under the umbrella of the Berlin
Process and, therefore, the EU (Pukanovi¢, Krsti¢ 2021, 19-20).

Considering that Biden’s administration announced that one of
its goals is to rebuild a strong alliance with the EU (Atlantic Council
2021), it was expected that the new administration would completely
align with the EU approach to the region, unlike its Republican
predecessors. However, almost a year after Biden’s victory, it seems that
there is a clear continuity with the approach of Trump’s administration.
Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Europe and Eurasia Gabriel
Escobar announced at the Belgrade Security Forum that the US see
economic integration of the region as one of the priorities and that the
best road to the overall progress of the region (including the eventual
solving of the open issues and the EU membership) is to focus on
economic development and regional economic cooperation (Rankovic¢
2021). He underlined the same attitude on the To Be Secured Forum in
Montenegro (Mili¢ 2021) and during the hearing organized in the House
of Representatives’ Subcommittee for Europe, Energy, the Environment
and Cyber (House Foreign Affairs Committee 2021). Escobar
emphasized that the US support both Open Balkan (the renamed Mini-
Schengen) and Common Regional Market and that it is willing to help
the region to implement these plans for economic integration (House
Foreign Affairs Committee 2021). Obviously, the new administration
did not change its support to the Mini-Schengen/Open Balkan despite
the reluctance of the EU to support this initiative, nor did it change its
central assumption that closer economic cooperation and development
should precede any political settlement of the open political issues in
the region. This was a significant pattern of continuity with Trump’s
administration.

A more balanced approach to the issue of Kosovo

The bottom line of all US governments since George W. Bush
is the same: they treat Kosovo as an independent country and consider
that Belgrade should eventually recognize it to achieve the final
settlement of the Kosovo issue. Trump’s administration was not an
exception. In his letter to President Vucic in February 2019, President
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Trump explicitly stated that the US “believe that the mutual recognition
should be the central element of normalization” (EWB 2019). Even
during the Washington talks in September 2020, the Serbian delegation
claimed that Americans tried to negotiate mutual recognition between
sides. Still, they allegedly shortly gave up this idea since it became
evident that Belgrade would not accept it at that moment by any chance
(Beta 2020). In this aspect, Biden’s administration has continuity with
Trump’s, considering that President Biden has mentioned a similar
formulation in his letter to Vucic in February 2021, while State
Department also stated that the dialogue should be “centered on mutual
recognition” (RSE 2021).

However, to some extent, Trump’s administration was different
from Obama’s in this regard since it was comparatively a bit more
flexible and balanced. First, there were no explicit pressures on Belgrade
to make concessions, such as those the US made with the EU from 2011
to 2016 (Nedeljkovi¢, Krsti¢ 2021). There was no use of threatening
discourse or ultimatums towards Belgrade. Secondly, when Pristina
introduced 100% tariffs on Serbian goods in late 2018, the US side was
crucial for the eventual removal of these measures in 2020. It seems that
Trump’s administration even played a role in the following change of
government in Pristina, when the more compromising Avdulah Hoti on
the position of prime minister, instead of Aljbin Kurti (Kakissis 2020).
These were obvious signs that Pristina is not considered anymore to be
“always right”. Thirdly, at some point in time, the US explicitly stated
that there is room for “creative solutions”, which was considered by
some actors to be informal support to delineation and territory swap
as a model for a final solution. Such a solution was allegedly favored
by then-National Security Advisor John Bolton (RFE/RL 2018).
Finally, the decision to focus on economic issues (instead of focusing
on complicated political problems) signaled that the main approach of
the US is not anymore to convince Belgrade to “accept the reality” as
soon as possible. Washington became aware that this process should
be more balanced and gradual to achieve any further moves towards
normalization.

Considering that many people in Biden’s administration in
charge of foreign policy had a pro-Albanian attitude during the
1990s, it was expected by some analysts that the new administration
would put substantial pressure on Belgrade to recognize Kosovo as
soon as possible. It was also expected that the new administration
would denounce Washington papers signed in September 2020 by
representatives of Belgrade and Pristina since this was a symbol of a
unilateral effort of Trump’s administration that was not coordinated
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with the EU. It did not occur, and Biden’s administration continued
with a more balanced approach. Secretary of State Antony Blinken
gave credits to Richard Grenell and Trump’s administration for this
achievement already on the hearing in Senate’s Committee before he
was formally vetted for this position (Kosovo online/Gazeta express
2021). The State Department also emphasized that they expect both
sides “to implement their Washington Commitments in support of the
goal of full normalization” (Price 2021).

It seems that dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina is important
for the new administration but that it will not punish sides in the dialogue
if the agreement is not reached. In the mentioned speeches, Gabriel
Escobar underlined that a political solution for Kosovo is desirable but
focused primarily on the region’s economic development, which is very
similar to the previous approach of Richard Grenell. Escobar mentioned
that mutual recognition would be a preferable solution for the US but
signaled that this is not ultimately the only acceptable solution, and that
Washington might support other solutions which would be acceptable
to both sides in the dialogue (House Foreign Affairs Committee 2021).
The fact that Christopher Hill is nominated for the next US ambassador
in Belgrade is also very interesting. Two years ago, while retired, he said
he would leave territorial and status issues for the end of the process
while navigating the dialogue towards solving practical questions
(Savkovi¢ 2021). This “flexibility” was very similar to some people’s
attitudes in Trump’s administration at that time, such as John Bolton.

Pragmatic cooperation with all Western Balkan leaders

One of the characteristics of Trump’s approach to the region (and
more broadly) was that it did not emphasize the state of democracy and
human rights in countries with which it cooperates (unless it helped
criticize those defined as rivals or enemies). This was also the case with
the previous administration’s policy to the Western Balkans, where many
states suffered from a significant decrease in the quality of democracy
and civil rights, according to independent sources such as Freedom
House.1 It was expected that Biden’s administration would make a
more significant distance from leaders of countries with democratic
deficits. Also, it was expected that they would be harsher towards actors
such as Serbian member of Bosnian Presidency Milorad Dodik (who
was sanctioned during Obama’s administration), who many Americans
perceive as responsible for the rise of tensions in the region, or towards

1) For example, Serbia is in a constant decrease since 2015, and it declined to the status of
“Transitional or hybrid regime” in its democracy score in 2020 (Freedom House 2021).
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the new government in Montenegro, since certain pro-Russian parties
in Democratic Front support it.

However, the new administration continued with the approach
of their Republican predecessors. Escobar explicitly stated that the US
will support democracy, but not through distancing from cooperation
with Western Balkan leaders (US Embassy Serbia 2021). Despite
open critics and some modest threats for claims about the potential
secession of Republika Srpska (Politika 2021), the US still did not
put any substantial pressure on Milorad Dodik, and it is still trying to
avoid additional escalation in relations with Banja Luka. Also, it has
excellent cooperation with new authorities in Montenegro. A more
pragmatic approach that emphasizes the benefit that the US might have
from collaboration with confident leaders to fulfil its goals prevailed
over the policy, which would be more rigid towards them because of
certain shortcomings. Of course, that does not mean that the US is
only for the status quo and that it would not support certain more pro-
democratic changes in the region, but it will certainly not push for it
on its own. In this regard, there is also a considerable similarity with
Trump’s approach, considering that in 2017 the US diplomats helped
to solve the political crisis in Skopje and the change of government in
Northern Macedonia when Zaev’s government replaced the regime of
Nikola Gruevski (Kuzmanovski 2017). Therefore, it seems that there is
much more continuity than change in comparison to the previous US
administration’s policy.

Countering the rising influence of China and Russia

Trump’s anti-Chinese policy was in massive contrast to Obama’s
“pivot to Asia” strategy and an attempt to build close cooperation ties
with Bejing. Considering that Biden’s administration was portrayed
by many as “Third Obama’s term” (Singh 2020), it was expected that
the new administration would decrease tensions between Bejing and
Washington. However, the new administration has more continuity than
discontinuity with the previous in its approach to China (Bisley 2021).
Therefore, it is not surprising that the new administration has a similar
stance towards Chinese influence in the Western Balkan. American
approach focuses on the challenges which might arise from the more
significant Chinese impact on the economy and politics in the Balkans.
The opening of the DFC office during Trump’s administration in
Belgrade was part of the broader approach to counter the rising financial
influence of Chinese loans in the region. Also, the Washington Papers
signed by president Vucic in September 2020 had an article in which
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Serbia promised that it would not buy 5G technology from “untrusted
vendors”, directed towards Chinese company Huawei (CDDRI 2020,
10-11). The new administration has not made any similar moves so
far, and even the level of future activities of DFC seems unclear at
the moment. However, it explicitly stated that reducing the Russian
and Chinese influence in the region will be one of the goals of the US
(House Foreign Affairs Committee. 2021), which means that they will
follow the path regarding China set by the previous administration.
This will also be the case regarding the US stance towards the
influence of Moscow in the region. Although some critics portrayed
Trump as being too soft and sympathetic towards Vladimir Putin,
in reality, his administration made a lot of effort to counter growing
Russian influence in the Western Balkans. This was primarily visible in
the energetics sector, where it tried to reduce the region’s dependence
on the import of Russian gas. Significant projects of building terminals
in Greece and Croatia to import Liquid Natural Gas from the USA were
developed during the previous administration. Americans hoped this
could be an alternative for Russian gas and help reduce the political
influence of Moscow. These measures were especially focused on
Serbia, which accepted the clause that it would diversify its energy
sources in the mentioned Washington papers from September 2020
(CDDRI 2020, 10). Biden’s administration will probably rhetorically
emphasize the importance of reducing Russian influence in the region
compared to the previous administration. Still, in a nutshell, it will
continue the path set by the last administration in this regard as well.

Expansion of NATO

Despite some controversial moments which questioned the
firmness of NATO’s position in the Western Balkans?, the previous
Republican administration continued with the NATO enlargement
process. During the mandate of Donald Trump, Montenegro and
Northern Macedonia formally joined NATO. Northern Macedonia
managed to do so because of the Prespa Agreement and the final solving
of the name issue with Greece, whose achievement was substantially
backed by the USA. Biden’s administration will follow this suit and
support further enlargement of NATO to Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Considering that Assistant Secretary for Europe and Eurasia Karen
Donflried has a substantial background in promoting Euro-Atlantic
integration and NATO enlargement through her engagement in the

2) One of the such examples was Trump’s comment that he would not start a World War I1I for
Montenegro and send his son to fight for it (Macias, Higgins 2018)
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German Marshall Fund of the US, this issue will probably be one of
the most important for her. Regarding Serbia, it is expected that the
new administration will stress out that it respects Serbian neutrality but
that it hopes for deepening and widening of cooperation with Serbia
through the Partnership for Peace program. Therefore, this aspect will
also present the continuity with Trump’s administration.

skeskeosk

Besides the mentioned priorities, there will be undoubted
continuity between the previous and the new administration in the
common goals of US foreign policy, such as protection of the US
citizens, protection of US companies and promotion of their commercial
interest, fight against drug smuggling and organized crime, and
fight against terrorism and violent radicalization. The US constantly
cooperates with all countries in the region to pursue these vital goals for
American interests and security. Considering everything mentioned, it
seems that Biden’s administration will make no “U-turns” in its policy
towards the Western Balkans, but that it will follow the main goals of
the previous administration’s approach.

CHANGES IN THE APPROACH OF THE NEW
ADMINISTRATION TOWARDS THE WESTERN
BALKANS

Despite a significant amount of continuity, some differences are
also visible in the new administration’s approach. The announced claim
that the US will use tools for the 21% century does not mean that some
targeted sanctions towards individuals won’t be applied if necessary.
Therefore, sticks (although less important than carrots) seem to be more
visible today than they used to be during the previous administration.
“Modernization” of the existing executive order for sanctions against
Western Balkan individuals from 2001 by the inclusion of corruption as
a potential reason for sanctioning proves that the US is calibrating these
instruments as well (RFE/RL 2021). Also, the US military will remain
in the region through its presence in the KFOR mission and various
NATO activities, and the new administration definitely won’t continue
with Trump’s sometimes NATO-sceptic rhetoric. Moreover, it is still not
obvious how will Americans use the “positive” economic instruments
(carrots) to coopt Western Balkan actors.® These differences point out
S)Texample, the level of activity of the DFC in Belgrade is questionable. The decision

to remove John Jovanovic from the head office position raised doubts about Biden’s

administration plans. Still, it seems that the office in Belgrade will remain open. At the same
time, the level of its activity will probably be determined by measuring how much Serbia and
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that Biden’s policy towards the region is not quite a “Trump’s second
term”. However, these differences seem to be smaller and less critical
than patterns of continuity. In the following paragraphs, we will present
the most important differences in the US foreign policy towards the
Western Balkans and point out that they are not radical and that they
are limited.

Stronger support for the integration of the region to the EU

Although Trump’s administration formally supported the
accession of the Western Balkans to the EU, it did not put too much
effort to support this process, neither did it emphasize it too much in
its rhetoric. It seemed that Washington did not care too much about the
fast integration of the region to the EU, as it cared about strengthening
its own partnerships with Western Balkan states and countering the
influence of Russia and China. Biden’s administration has so far put
a particular emphasis on the integration of the region to the EU as one
of its goals. In State Department’s document named “US Commitment
to the Western Balkans” from April 2021, the first sentence stated
that “The United States is committed to supporting the countries of the
Western Balkans on their path to European integration and membership in
key European and Euro-Atlantic institutions” (Price 2021). This statement
was repeated in all the mentioned recent speeches of Gabriel Escobar
(Mili¢ 2021; Rankovi¢ 2021; House Foreign Affairs Committee 2021).

However, this change has so far remained primarily rhetorical in the
sense of putting additional emphasis on the EU future of the region. Still,
it seems that in the future other measures might build on this rhetorical
change. The administration could devote more money to boost reforms
in the region, combined with political demands to the leaders of the
states in this part of the world to speed up their alignment with the EU
regulations and standards to ensure better relations with the new American
administration. Still, this scenario is uncertain. The most significant
help the EU would probably get from the new US administration is the
mentioned financial and political help for economic integration of the
region (which is perceived many on the West as a pre-step for the EU
accession) and a joint approach to the Kosovo issues.

Cancellation of the separate dialogue between Belgrade and
Pristina with the US mediation

Instead of maintaining a separate track for negotiation between
Belgrade and Pristina with the mediation of Washington, the new

other countries in the region align with the US request in the future.
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administration switched back to full support for the Brussels dialogue
led by the EU. Deputy vice Secretary Molly Montgomery announced
this switch in February 2021 (VOA, NI Belgrade 2021), and an
official statement of the State Department later confirmed it (Price
2021). Grennel’s position as the “Special Presidential Envoy for
Serbia and Kosovo Peace Negotiations” does not exist in the new
administration. A former State Department’s “Special Representative
for the Western Balkans” Matthew Palmer and his heir on the position
of Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Gabriel Escobar started acting in
coordination with the EU emissary for dialogue Miroslav Lajcak and
other EU representatives. This is one of the most significant changes
compared to Trump’s approach to the region, and Trump and Grenell
criticized it as a symbol of disengagement of the USA from the Western
Balkans (Isufi 2021).

Still, this change does not mean that the new administration will
become utterly inactive in this regard. The nomination of the retired
career diplomat, Christopher Hill, for the next US ambassador in
Belgrade indicates that the US plans to take a more active role in the
Belgrade — Pristina dialogue, but under the formal mediation of the EU
(Savkovi¢ 2021). Hill was the US envoy for Kosovo in 1998-99, and
he has tremendous experience in the region. The decision to nominate
him even though he is retired already for years, and although it has
been only two years since the current US ambassador Godfrey took his
duty, additionally strengthens the perception that Hill is nominated with
some sort of special task regarding the Belgrade — Pristina dialogue and
that this will be his primary field of interest. Therefore, although the
new administration canceled the separate dialogue track, it won’t go to
hibernation regarding this issue, and it might follow certain paths of the
more active approach introduced by Trump’s administration.

Additional focus on issues of corruption, democracy, and
human rights

In early June 2021, the White House formally announced its
Memorandum on Establishing the Fight Against Corruption as a
Core United States National Security Interest (Biden 2021). Biden’s
administration declared that it would fight corruption not only in its
state but also around the world since it “corrodes public trust; hobbles
effective governance; distorts markets and equitable access to services;
undercuts development efforts; contributes to national fragility,
extremism, and migration; and provides authoritarian leaders a means
to undermine democracies worldwide” (Biden 2021). Also, the new
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administration announced that it will focus on support for democracies
worldwide and that human rights will be an essential topic in its
international engagement. It was not an announcement of any kind of
“crusader” campaign which would again “export” democracy by force.
Still, this is a difference from the previous administration, which did not
focus on these issues.

In its policy towards the Western Balkans, the USA will also
focus comparatively more on these issues, considering that the quality
of democracy and human rights is quite fragile in almost the whole
region. At the same time, the level of corruption seems to be much
higher than in the EU. The main instrument for such engagement might
be targeted sanctions on individuals. In June, the new administration
added the possibility to sanction corrupted individuals from the Western
Balkans to the existing act on sanctioning from 2001 (RFL/RL 2021).
This measure has not been used so far, so its first purpose is probably
to deter and scare corrupted politicians that US sanctions might target
them.* Other instruments for the fight against corruption and
support for democracy might be additional financial support
for actors with better democratic performances and labelling of
those who are backsliding in these fields. One form of implicit
labelling could have been non-invitation to the global summit of
democracies, which Biden will organize in early December 2021.
According to the leaked preliminary list of invited, published by
magazine Politico, the highest officials from Belgrade, Pristina
and Sarajevo were initially not be invited to participate in this
summit (Toosi 2021). Exclusion from this summit could have
labelled these actors as non-democratic from Washington’s point
of view and sent negative signals to some future investors about
the stability of their market.

However, the US eventually decided to invite Serbia to the
mentioned summit (Nesi¢ 2021).° It is also still reluctant about
using any sanctions towards individuals from the region, and it
still pragmatically cooperates with all the regional leaders, as
explained in the previous section. Therefore, this change so far
remains only in the field of political narrative and is not as radical
as some people expected. In the future, this change might become
more critical. Still, it seems that the focus on these issues will
depend on how countries from the region accommodate the US

4) James O’Brien, ex-aide of Madlen Albright with significant experience in the Western Balkan
region, is nominated for the position of sanctions coordinator, which might also indicate that
certain sanctions could target Western Balkan individuals.

5) At the moment of submission of this text, it was not definitely known if Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Kosovo* were also invited to participate at the Summit.

186



Munan Kpcmuh KOHTHUHYUTET U IIPOMEHE CIIOJBHE...

requirements in other (more important) issues, such as economic
integration of the region, emancipation from the Russian and
Chinese influence, solving of the open problems (such as Kosovo
issue), or military cooperation (Krsti¢ et al. 2021, 58).

An active approach to Bosnia and Herzegovina

The administration of Donald Trump did not pay too much
attention to the issue of Bosnia and Herzegovina. On the other hand,
in announcing its commitments to the Western Balkans, the State
Department emphasized the reforms in Bosnia, especially the electoral
reform (Price 2021). Robert Palmer, a diplomat with colossal experience
in the region, was named a US State Department’s Special Envoy for
Electoral Reform in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Trkanjec 2021). This
decision signaled how important progress in this regard is for the US
interest in the region. Palmer announced that he would pressure all
sides to make huge steps forward (Trkanjec 2021). Still, it seems that
he is trying to reconcile the Bosniak and Croat approach firstly and
negotiate with opposition parties from Republika Srpska in order to
concentrate the pressure on Milorad Dodik in later phases (Slobodna
Bosna 2021). He also mentioned that this issue is crucial for Secretary
Blinken (Slobodna Bosna 2021).

However, this does not mean that the US will push for additional
unitarization of Bosnia and Herzegovina, as some predicted, feared
or hoped. In the leaked document, which presents an allegedly US
document for the reform of the electoral system in BiH, one of the goals
was to secure acknowledgement of the Bosniak parties that the reform
is about “a narrow objective of ensuring the right of others® to run for
office”, and “not a leap towards civic state — which is unrealistic”
(Slobodna Bosna 2021a). Palmer has also used the example of
successful electoral reform in Mostar as a model for the whole
of Bosnia and Herzegovina, emphasizing the words “limited and
targeted” (Slobodna Bosna 2021). It means that the US will not
push for a too ambitious plan and that it will try not to disturb
relations with Croats and Serbs in Bosnia by demonstrating that
the US is not planning to push for the civic state in BiH, which
would deprive entities and cantons with Serbian and Croatian
majority of their numerous rights.

6) Others in this case means members of non-constitutive nations, such as Roma or Jews, in
accordance with the Sejdic-Finci verdict of the European Court of Human Rights.
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WHY IS BIDEN’S FOREIGN POLICY TOWARDS THE
BALKANS SIMILAR TO TRUMPS?

In the following paragraphs, we will try to analyze potential
factors that influence the continuity and some changes in the new
administration’s approach to the Western Balkans compared to the
course of the previous administration. We will divide these factors into
three levels of analysis.

Structural (global) level of analysis

Structural theories usually do not tend to explain foreign policy,
both if they are realists (Waltz 1979), liberals (Keohane 1989) or
social constructivists (Wendt 1999). These approaches are therefore
labelled as theories of international politics (Rose, 1999). However,
certain theories of foreign policy also consider the structural factor.
The best example is neoclassical realism, which focuses on the global
level of analysis and takes the international position of the state as the
independent variable for its foreign policy while adding many factors
on state and individual levels as intervening variables (Dasi¢ 2021,
127-157). Certain realists who tried to adjust their methodology to
Foreign Policy Analysis research claim that we should focus first on the
international system level, and if these are not well enough, continue
analyzing the influence of interstate or intrastate levels (Mouritzen and
Wivel 2014).

In this case, the structural approach can explain a big part of the
picture with continuity in foreign policy. Competition of the US with
China and Russia is a typical structural issue that stems from the logic
of power distribution. Balance of power logic directs the US towards
balancing (confronting) any rising Chinese or Russian influence in this
region. Also, the enlargement of NATO seems to be American interest,
which derives from the distribution of power and geopolitical logic.
America wants to enlarge its net of allies and its effective control over
military affairs in the rimland region of the Western Balkans. Focus on
the economic integration of the Balkans might also be the consequence
of the tendency to prevent further economic penetration of other powers
to the Balkans and an attempt to try to control the most critical economic
and financial processes in the region through the US-backed common
market. The fact that this integration might be without the substantial
support of the EU might also be explained from the structural reasons
— the US wants its leading role in the process and believes more in its
capacities than in the capabilities of its allies.
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Also, the decision to implement a more flexible approach towards
the Kosovo issue has certain structural roots. Dialogue between Belgrade
and Pristina with the mediation of the EU entered the structural crisis
since 2017. Decrease of normative and transformative power of the EU
due to various crises reduced the capacity of Brussels to broker new
agreements for further normalization of relations between Belgrade
and Pristina. The rise of populism in Belgrade and Pristina (a part of a
more general trend of the rise of populism in democracies) also reduced
the potential for additional compromises. Albin Kurti, a new leader in
Pristina, openly denounced dialogue with Belgrade as a priority and
emphasized that he would have a much less flexible approach than his
predecessors. These factors induced the change in the US approach as
well. Instead of expecting an express solution, Washington is now much
more aware that the solution must be gradual. Therefore, even though
the new administration canceled the separate track for negotiations
in Washington, it seems that it will continue with a more balanced,
flexible, and gradual approach to the dialogue between Belgrade and
Pristina. Due to these changes, followed by the rise of challengers for
the US unilateral power such as China and Russia, Washington is aware
that it is not anymore 2008 when they thought that the status of Kosovo
could be quite fast finally settled unilaterally and that very soon all
other actors will recognize its independence.

These are just some structural factors that can explain the
continuity in foreign policy towards the Western Balkans of Trump’s
and Biden’s administrations. However, structural factors cannot explain
everything. First, they cannot explain changes which exist in the relations
towards the EU — like the fact that the US supports the EU enlargement
to the Western Balkans much more vocally in Biden’s administration
than they used to during Trump’s period, and that they decided to hand
over the leading role in the Belgrade — Pristina negotiations back to
the EU. Second, they cannot explain a more active approach to Bosnia
and Herzegovina, nor additional focus on corruption, democracy, and
freedom of speech compared to the previous administration. Therefore,
we must focus on other argumentations to explain different parts of
this jigsaw while acknowledging that structural arguments have solid
explanatory power.

State (internal) level of analysis

Incentives from the internal politics level are considered not
central (independent) but intervening variables in neo-classical realism
(Zivojinovi¢ 2008). On the other hand, the so-called Innenpolitik
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approaches consider internal politics the primary determinant of
foreign policy (Rose 1998). Significant in this regard are bureaucratic
models of Foreign Policy Analysis, which put special focus on the
role of bureaucracy, their standard operative procedures, perceptions,
particular interests, and internal bargaining in the foreign policymaking
process (Hudson, Day 2020, 89-121). Somewhere in between are
approaches which consider the foreign policy as a “two-level game”,
played simultaneously on the international and domestic levels
(Putnam 1988), as well as approaches that claim that internal factors
can influence one important element (but not everything) in the foreign
policy of the particular state, such as democratic peace and liberal peace
theories (Russett et al. 1995) or social constructivist models of Foreign
Policy Analysis (Kubalkova 2001).

There are plenty of internal factors which might influence US
foreign policy. However, considering that the Western Balkans is
not a region that is of the biggest priority for the US, many concrete
decisions will be made on lower levels and not too many actors will
be interested in it (Krsti¢ et al. 2021, 7-8). From the institutional
point of view, this means that State Department, despite the relative
decline of its role in comparison to the rising importance of the White
House since the mid-20™ century (Rossati, Scott 2011, 129), still has a
crucial role in the creation and implementation of the most significant
part of the US foreign policy towards the region. At first sight, this
might lead us to the conclusion that State Department bureaucracy is
the biggest reason why there is no significant shift from the previous
administration compared to Biden’s. However, this factor cannot alone
explain patterns of continuity and change. During the last two years of
Trump’s administration, the White House (especially Trump’s emissary
Richard Grenell) took over the leading role in the US policy towards
Western Balkans from the State Department — which means that there
is not complete institutional continuity in this regard. Despite this fact,
State Department today follows many aspects of Trump’s White House
approach instead of ultimately coming back to the policy towards
Western Balkans during Obama’s administration when the State
Department played the crucial role in its creation and implementation.
Also, some people in the most critical positions for Western Balkan
policy in this branch of bureaucracy are different than during Trump’s
period, such as Victoria Nuland or Moly Montgomery.

Other branches of bureaucracy, such as the military (Department
of Defense), or agencies like USAID, also have a certain role in the
US Western Balkan policy, but comparatively much smaller than
State Department and circle around President (Jentleson 2013, 45-53).
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Congress has a certain influence, especially in agenda-setting, but its
impact is incomparable to the executive. Still, Congressional caucuses
and lobbies are trying to put certain issues in the spotlight and pressure
the executive regarding some directions of action. During the last months,
there were two cases when different Congressmen wrote open letters to
the President. Seven pro-Albanian oriented members of the House of
Representatives called the administration to pressure Belgrade regarding
the situation in Kosovo and its dialogue with Pristina (Tanjug 2021).
Letter of the other seven members of the House advocated for pressure
on the Serbian regime to fight corruption and ensure media freedom
(Vijesti 2021). However, this has not influenced any substantial changes
in the administration approach so far. Therefore, it could not be said that
they affect the US policy towards the region in a significant manner.

All the mentioned institutional actors are, to a certain extent,
influenced in their decision-making process by various factors, such
as the impact of organized groups and lobbies, media, public opinion,
epistemic communities, knowledge-based experts, etc. (Jackobs and
Page, 2005, 107-109). Media and public opinion in the US during the
1990s generally had negative attitudes towards Serbs, mixed towards
Croats, and positive towards Albanians and Bosniaks. However, since
the Western Balkans is not anymore one of the most critical areas for
the USA, as it was during the 1990s, the interest of media and public
opinion for regional issues nowadays seems to be considerably low,
as well as their influence on the US foreign policy towards the region.
Epistemic communities and knowledge-based experts also have a
certain impact, but the number of experts for the Western Balkans has
been considerably reduced during the last decade. On the other hand,
the influence of the lobbies is still considered necessary. However,
considering that the Albanian lobby seems the strongest, its impact
cannot explain the continuity in a somewhat more flexible position
towards the Kosovo issue. To sum up, internal factors can also define
one part of the US foreign policy towards the Western Balkans, but they
seem to be less critical than structural factors.

Individual level of analysis

Many scholars in the field of Foreign Policy Analysis focus on
the political psychology of leaders (Hudson and Day 2020, 39-74),
with particular emphasis on the influence of socialization and personal
biography on their operational code (Walker, 1990), mental schemas
(Rosati 2000) and analogical reasoning (Houghton 1996). Starting
assumption of such an approach is that leaders are crucial for decision
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making and that their personal history shapes the way how they view
the world. Neoclassical realism also considers the influence of leaders’
characteristics, but only as an intervening variable, while FPA considers
it the most important factor. Social-constructivist approaches in FPA
as well consider the individual world view, its values and socialization
as essential factors, although they tend to make a balance between the
influence of personal agency and broader social structure.

Based on the logic of this approach, we should have expected
substantial change of many aspects of US foreign policy towards the
Western Balkans in the last year. The fact that Biden sees the world
quite differently was one of the most critical factors for the expectation
of change. Also, unlike Donald Trump, who had no previous experience
in the region, Joseph Biden was a very active follower of Balkan affairs
since his first visit to Yugoslavia in 1979, especially during the 1990s
(Krsti¢ et al. 2021, 5). Biden also advocated a harsher approach towards
Serbia during the 1990s (Krsti¢ et al. 2021, 5-7). These facts could have
led us to conclude that we should expect a radical change compared
to Trump’s policy to Serbia, which some actors considered too mild.
However, this did not happen. One of the explanations might be the fact
that Biden’s attitudes towards the Western Balkans were not so strong,
but that they were more the consequence of his position and interests —
when Biden was a vice-president, he was not hawkish against Serbia, as
he was during his period in the Senate when he cooperated with many
pro-Albanian senators and lobbyists (Krsti¢ et al. 2021, 7).

Still, President does not make this decision alone, but after
numerous advice and consultation with his advisors, especially
National Security Council (NSC) members. Therefore, many consider
that the White House or Presidency is actually “the center of foreign
affairs government” (Wittkopf et al. 2006). Neither Vice President
Kamala Harris nor National Security Advisor Jake Sulivan have
significant experience dealing with this region. Phillip Gordon is the
only person in the circle around President and Vice-President with
considerable experience in dealing with this region. He was Hillary
Clinton’s Assistant Secretary for Europe and Eurasia. Although milder
than Biden’s, his attitudes towards the Western Balkans were more-less
on the same track (Krsti¢ et al. 2021, 24-26). Therefore, the personal
beliefs of people in the Presidency cannot explain the continuity with
Trump’s foreign policy. It seems that their personal characteristics and
views simply do not matter, because the Western Balkan policy is not
essential at this moment.

Therefore, it seems even more important to focus on the level
of the State Department and personal beliefs of the key people for
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Western Balkan in this branch of government. State Secretary Blinken
was director for European affairs in President Clinton’s NSC during
the bombing of Yugoslavia in 1999 (Krsti¢ et al. 2021, 10-12). The
third person in the State Department, undersecretary Victoria Nuland,
used to be John Kerry’s assistant secretary for Europe and Eurasia
from 2013 to 2017 (Krsti¢ et al. 2021, 18-20). One of the new deputy
assistant secretaries for Europe and Eurasia is Moly Montgomery, who
previously worked for the Albright-Stonebridge group and who is close
with former state secretary Madlen Albright (Krsti¢ et al. 2021, 34-
35). A close associate of Secretary Albright was also James O’Brien,
nominated for the position of Coordinator for Sanctions, while
Christopher Hill, recently nominated for the next US ambassador in
Serbia, also closely cooperated with Albright and Richard Holbrook.
The new assistant secretary for Europe and Eurasia is Karen Donfired, a
person with good knowledge of current affairs in the Western Balkans,
who heavily criticized Trump when she was President of the German
Marshall Fund of the United States. According to these facts, it would
be more logical to return to Obama’s or Clinton’s approach to the region
instead of continuity with Trump in essential aspects. However, some of
the mentioned changes (such as the bigger support to the EU integration
of the region or cancelation of the separate track for Belgrade-Pristina
negotiation) could be explained through the difference in perceptions
and values which new decision-makers have in comparison to the
previous.

In addition, it is important to emphasize that some of the people
in important positions in the State Department were also influential
during Trump’s period. Matthew Palmer, the new emissary for electoral
reform in Bosnia, used to be deputy assistant secretary for Europe
and Eurasia and special emissary for the Western Balkans during the
previous administration (Krsti¢ et al. 2021, 30-33). Gabriel Escobar,
who replaced Palmer in his positions, used to be the second person
in the US embassy in Belgrade until 2021. Even Molly Montgomery
had a role in Trump’s administration — she used to be an advisor of
vice-president Mike Pence until 2018. Therefore, the presence of these
people in important positions in the new administration might explain a
part of the reasons for continuity. However, since these people are not in
the key positions, and since there are many new people, the explanation
for continuity based on the individual level of analysis seems to be
weaker than that coming from the structural and even from the state
level of analysis.
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CONCLUSION

The administration of Joseph Biden has substantial continuity
in its Western Balkan policy with their Republican predecessors.
Primary focus on economic integration; a more balanced approach to
the Kosovo issue and dialogue of Belgrade and Pristina; pragmatic
cooperation with all Western Balkan leaders regardless of their
democratic performances; countering the rising influence of Russia
and China and support for further expansion of NATO — these are all
essential elements of continuity between two administrations. There are
also certain peculiarities of the new administration in comparison to
the previous: more vocal support to the EU integration of the Western
Balkans; cancelation of the separate dialogue between Belgrade and
Pristina in Washington and support to the dialogue in Brussels; more
active approach to Bosnia and Herzegovina and additional (narrative)
emphasis on the issues of democracy, human rights, and the rule of law.
Still, these differences seem to be less crucial (and primarily focused
on rhetoric) than the mentioned essential elements of policy continuity.

This article has also examined why is there more continuity than
change. Structural factors play the most important role in determining
such an outcome. However, their explanatory potential has limits.
Therefore, it is necessary to add certain factors from the state and
individual levels of analysis. Further studies of this topic should conduct
more in-depth studies about the interaction of factors from different
levels of analysis to more precisely theorize crucial variables that
shape the US foreign policy towards the Western Balkans. Also, further
studies should conduct a comparative analysis of the US foreign policy
towards different regions in order to answer some of the following
important questions: how much continuity exists between Biden’s and
Trump’s foreign policy; in which regions are they similar and in which
quite different; and finally which factors influence these patterns of
continuity or differentiation.
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Munan Kpcmuh*
Yuueepsumem y Beoepady — @axyimem noiumuukux Hayka

KOHTUHYUTET U ITPOMEHE CIIO/bHE
INOJIUTUKE CAJA ITPEMA 3AITAJHOM BAJIKAHY
3A BPEME IIPBE 'OAUHE BAJAEHOBE
AJMHUHHUCTPAIMJE: TPERU OBAMUWH NJIN
APYI' TPAMIIOB MAHJIAT?

Pe3ume

MHorH aHaTUTHYapH OYEKUBAJIH CY PaJUKAIHY IPOMEHY Y CIIOJb-
Hoj monuTHIHK npeacenuuka [lozeda bajaena, mocebHo y nmopehemy ca
npeTxXoaHuM mnpeacenHukom lonannom Tpamnowm. [oanHy naHa HakoH
n300pHe mobene, MUIIJLEHA O TOME KOIMKO je bajaeH 3ancta mpome-
HHUO criosbHY monutuky CAJl cy momesbeHa M Bapupajy Ol OHUX KOjU
BUJIC PEBOJIYLHUOHAPHY NPOMEHY JI0 OHHX KOjH BHJE CaMO Pa3jHKy y
ToHY y BehuHM KbyuHHMX acrniekara. OBaj paji HACTOjH Jia JOIPUHECE
nebaru Kpo3 aHaNM3y KOHTUHYUTETa U MPOMEHE Y CII0JbHO] TOJIUTH-
II1 HOBE aIMUHUCTpaIlHje pema pernony 3ananHor bankana. Maxko cy
MHOTH OYeKHBaJIN 1a bajneHoBa monutrka Oyme CIIMIHTja MPUCTYITAMA
npencennuka bapaka O6ame ninum wak buna KnmmaTtona, oBaj paj apry-
MEHTYje J1a HOBa a/IMHHUCTpAIIFja 3a/IpKaBa 3Ha4dajaH JIe0 3ajeTHIHIKOT
Kypca ca TpammoBom. MehyTtum, mpumerHe cy U onpeleHe npomene
U MomuduUKaluje, ajJd YHHU CE Jla OHE HUCY BaXKHHUjE O]l eJeMeHara
KOHTHHYHTETa KOjU MOCTOoje n3Mel)y ogHoca Be aAIMUHHCTpaLje mpe-
Ma peruoHy. Pax ce Takohe oOpaha y3pounma 0BakBOI KOHTUHYUTETA
W TBPIM JIa TJIaBHU Pa3jior 3a TO JICKH y CTPYKTypaltHuUM (akropuma
Ha HuUBOYy MelyHapomHor cuctema. OcTany pas3no3u ce Mory Hahu Ha
IpaBHOM (YHYTpalllbeM HHUBOY), Ka0 M Ha WHIWBUIYaTHOM HUBOY
aHaJM3e.

Kwyune peuu: cnomna nonumuxa CAZL, 3anaonu banxan, bajoen,
Tpamn, KoHmuHyumem, npOMeHa, HUBOU AHAU3e

Konrakrt: milan krstic@fpn.bg.ac.rs
Ogaj pan je npumibeH 14. HoBemOpa 2021. ronune, a npuxBaheH 3a mramity Ha Tene()OHCKOM
cactanky Penakuuje, 15. HoBemOpa 2021. ronue.
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