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Serbia's accession to the Eurasian union and its compatibility with 

the European Union 

 

The EAEU project 

The Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) is a commercial project pursued by Moscow with the 

aim of recreating an area of economic influence in Central Asia, Central Europe and the Caucasus. 

It was launched in 2014 with a liberalization of trade between Russia, Kazakhstan and Belarus. In 

2015, Kyrgyzstan and Armenia joined it. With the exception of Belarus, no Eastern European 

country is part of it and, at the moment, Serbia is the only candidate country for EU membership 

that is negotiating accession to the EAEU. The project has been seen by many as a Russian 

alternative to the European Union. In reality it is predominantly a project of Eurasian economic 

regionalism supported by Moscow, but which cannot be seen or compared as an alternative to 

joining the European Union. The importance and values of the two markets, the technological level 

of assets, the legal and regulatory mechanisms of operation and the overall political meaning are 

indeed profoundly different and are substantially impossible to compare. Also because the 

European Union is not just an area of free trade, but an extremely complex and integrated project 

of convergence of the countries of the European area along numerous axes of collaboration.           

The geographic proximity ranks them differently, with Serbia now neighboring four land borders 

with the countries of the European Union (Croatia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria); the other 

bordering countries are all candidate countries applying to accession. On the contrary, over 1000 

kilometers separate the borders of Serbia and Belarus and over 2000 are those between Serbia 

and Armenia, the two closest EAEU, member states. The fact that Serbia is mostly belonging to 

the European more than to the Eurasian economic space is clearly visible in Serbia's foreign trade 

data. Trade between Serbia and the European Union reached almost 30 billion dollars in 2018 

while that with the EAEU remains less than 6 billion, of which the vast majority of it, 90%, is with 

Russia alone; for the moment, the volumes of Serbian trade with the other EAEU countries is 

insignificant. Serbia has greatly benefited from the liberalization of relations with the European 

Union that has progressively occurred, having seen the value of exports from Serbia to Europe, 

from 3 billion dollars in 2008 to 10 of the 2018. This is partly also due to the capital investments 

that have moved from Europe to Serbia, and that have reached a cumulative value in the last 

decade at around 13 billion dollars. 

 

Serbia's accession to the EAEU 

Serbia has recently started negotiations with the EAEU for its accession some time ago, but 

some tariff problems linked to the export of Serbian products have delayed its conclusion. It now 

seems that the trade ministers of the EAEU countries have substantially accepted the Serbian 

demands and therefore the free trade pact between Belgrade and the other countries of this 

customs union will be signed. The signing of these agreements will take place before the end of 

2019, according to Russian sources. The EAEU Commission estimates that the benefit to Belgrade 

could lead to an increase in its export of more than $ 1 billion per year. The signing of these 

agreements is perfectly in the faculties of Belgrade, which already has a free trade agreement with 

Russia alone. Obviously, when Serbia enters the European Union these, as well as other 

agreements, will have to be revised or abolished, as the Union envisages the existence of a single 

European market with a single external customs area. It is important to consider that the existence 

of a single European customs area is not only a factor promoting intra-European trade, but also it 

is a fundamental step for the construction of an instrument of power and economic influence on 
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which the European Union is particularly reliant, especially for avoiding the use or more effective 

tools of state-power. One example of the over-reliance that EU is putting on economic union is the 

use of economic sanctions that the European Union applies against non-European states for 

political and security reasons, and in particular those to Russia. The European Union applies them 

with Council decisions renewed every six months, and all member states must comply with them. 

The sanctioning policy of the European Union is not limited to the member countries but a 

compliance to its rules is also "requested" to the accession countries, as a political condition for 

facilitating dialogue. Serbia has always refused to comply with European sanctions against Russia, 

preferring to maintain the privileged commercial relationship with Moscow. Differently of what has 

been done by neighboring Montenegro, which has decided - even though it was not obliged to do 

so - to translate the EU sanctions into its legal system, exposing itself to Russian retaliatory 

actions.  

 

European reactions to a possible accession of Serbia to the EAEU 

The announcement of the closure of Serbia's negotiations with the EAEU and the possibility 

of an imminent signing of the agreement has aroused criticism and political pressure from 

Brussels. The EU Commission has made it known that the agreement is incompatible with 

accession to the European Union and that therefore this goal cannot be achieved until Serbia has 

in force preferential trade agreements with countries outside the Union. The European position was 

politically strengthened by Mirsoslav Lajčák, currently Slovakia's Foreign Minister. Lajčák, a career 

diplomat, has not only served Slovak diplomacy but has played several important roles in the 

international community. He is a profound connoisseur of the Balkans and has also served in the 

past as High Representative of the International Community in Bosnia and Herzegovina. He can be 

considered a key figure of high level in European diplomacy in different situations of mediation of 

the Balkan crises, whose positions often reflect the line that the EU intends to follow in the 

Balkans. Particularly significant was also the fact that it was precisely Lajčák who organized and 

negotiated in 2006 the referendum for the independence of Kosovo from Montenegro.                

The message that Lajčák transferred to Serbia after the meeting of European Union Foreign Affairs 

Ministers was a warning: Belgrade must not keep its feet in two shoes and must be extremely clear 

on the geopolitical route it intends to follow. And, according to him, strengthening relations with the 

EuroAsian Union would not go in the right direction. 

 

Analysis, evaluations and forecasts 

The particular climate of latent tension that exists in the Western Balkans area and the 

unresolved issue with Russia after the Ukrainian crisis lead the European Union to be particularly 

reactive and sensitive towards all the political initiatives not in line with the European integration 

project in the Western Balkans. However, the announced signing of Serbia's entry into the Euro-

Asian free trade area must not give rise to particular concerns, especially in the context of the 

already complex Serbia - Europe relations, in which there are other dossiers to worry, starting with 

that of Kosovo or other complex points of the negotiation for all 28 accession chapters. Serbia's 

accession to the EUAU won’t produce new commercial relations with Russia and Belarus, with 

whose countries Belgrade has already liberalized 99% of trade relations. The only non-European 

commercial effects of accession will be to partially open the markets of Armenia and Kyrgyzstan for 

certain quotas of Serbian products (mostly dairy products and spirits). This will be a very negligible 

commercial effect that will bring even more negligible political effects. We do not therefore see the 

real reason why the European Union should send negative signs to Serbia at this point. It is true 

that Belgrade has promised the European Union to cancel all its commercial free trade agreements 

when Serbia should join the Union. But a certain date for this entry has not yet been negotiated 
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and - even the most optimistic forecasts – it is not likely before 2025. And this date may be likely as 

long as the Kosovo dossier, which in the past few months has worsened, will be resumed and it will 

produce a sustainable agreement both in Pristina and in Belgrade. The uncertainty of the Kosovar 

dossier and the same uncertainty about the European Union's readiness to proceed with a further 

enlargement are all good arguments for Belgrade that strengthens its belief that in the meantime of 

the EU vacuum it can proceed to strengthen its free trade agreements with non-European 

countries.  

The European Union also stressed that it is important that in the free trade agreements that 

Serbia signs a specific exit-clause should be provided. However, this request from the European 

Union appears to be superfluous since article 118 of the Astana Treaty (that regulates the Euro-

Asian Economic Union), provides, pursuant to the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, the 

right of each Member State to withdraw from the Treaty, by expressing its decision through the 

diplomatic channels. It is so possible with a written diplomatic note 12 months before the date of 

the intended exit from the Union. In other words, 12 months before the presumed date of 

accession to the European Union, Serbia will be able to exercise its envisaged right of withdrawal, 

thus perfectly returning to the conditions required by the European Union. 

 

However, taking notes of the concerns expressed by the European Union on this topic we 

can try to give some interpretations. 

The first one is political. By signing the EAEU treaty, the Serbian government gives its 

population an incorrect view of the long-term sustainability of its neutrality policy, continuing to 

believe that it is possible to maintain an economic and strategic equidistance between Europe and 

Russia. If this is possible in the short term, in the long term both positions are not sustainable, as 

demonstrated also in the case of the Ukrainian crisis. Serbia neutrality position is tempered by the 

fact that Russia has never indicated its intention to oppose Serbia's EU accession process. But the 

unresolved Ukrainian crisis, European sanctions and Russian counter-sanctions have deteriorated 

the situation. The EAEU was born in 2014 and therefore brings with it the problems of the 

geopolitical deterioration of relations between Europe and Russia. The European Union, in 

addition, wants to send a signal of firmness to Moscow as well, using Belgrade position as a tactic 

point. 

The second interpretation of the concerns of the European Union is perhaps linked to the 

issue of sanctions. The Treaty of the Eurasian Union requires that the members of the Union 

commit themselves politically to the achievement of the objectives of creating the Customs Union, 

removing the obstacles to its realization. It is clear that accession to the Treaty would make it 

impossible for Serbia to adopt trade restrictions or other types of sanctions against Russia.          

Also because the treaty itself provides that the contracting parties refrain from measures that could 

damage the creation of the Eurasian free trade area. It is therefore clear that there is no 

compatibility between joining the EAEU and the requests of the European Union to adhere to the 

Union's sanctioning policies. Adherence to the EAEU Treaty would therefore imply that even when 

a new Serbian government should eventually accept the policy of harmonizing sanctions, the legal 

obligations deriving from the Eurasian Free Trade Area would prevent its adoption, and it would be 

necessary the denunciation of the Treaty even before the EU accession; 

Then there is the economic effect of the Treaty itself. An effect that perhaps will be minimal 

compared to the volume of traffic with the EU, but that for a small economy like that of Serbia could 

be not entirely negligible. Also because it adds to the already existing volumes and it is not 

expected that joining the EAEU will entail having to renounce export quotas towards the EU. 
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If these are, in our opinion, the three main concerns on the European side, we have to have 

a look also on the motivations on Serbia side, which is nonetheless engaged in a difficult process 

of accession to Europe as main economic priority. Certainly the need to balance the EU line with a 

Russian line has always been a constant of Serbian governments, both for political reasons and for 

internal security needs. But it could also be due to the fact that Belgrade has begun to prepare for 

the negotiations mediated by the European Union on the future of Kosovo. Membership of the 

Eurasian Union could therefore be read in terms of increasing its negotiating weight vis-à-vis the 

EU, and balancing possible concessions that the Serbian government could be called upon to 

make in order to overcome the deadlock on Kosovo. Or indeed, it could be a signal that Belgrade 

is not willing to deal with the EU on the state of Kosovo and therefore in the case of an obligatory 

conditionality of the two dossiers Serbia wants to prove that it has a plan B ready. We do not know 

which of these hypotheses are correct. But there seem to be sufficient elements to believe that, at 

least for the timing, the two files are linked. In September the US appointed Matthew Palmer as 

special envoy for the Balkans and its main mission will be to find a compromise between Belgrade 

and Pristina on the status of Kosovo. In this way, the US proves to have taken over the Balkan 

dossier and, at the beginning of next year, it is possible to expect some acceleration of the 

situation. The acceleration of Serbia's accession to the EAEU could therefore be read in this 

perspective. His first move was to visit the region and ask the Kosovar authorities to remove 

customs duties on Belgrade goods to allow the two sides to resume negotiations next year.           

The US intention to proceed with the Serbian-Kosovar dossier was evident in August when US 

Secretary of State Pompeo requested a meeting with Serbian President Vucic in parallel with a UN 

meeting in New York. 


