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US initiatives in the Western Balkans 

 

In autumn 2019 the US administration is strengthening its political and diplomatic posture in 

the area of South Eastern Europe and the Black Sea, a development that deserve to be taken into 

consideration. The visit of the Secretary of State Pompeo to Montenegro, North Macedonia and 

Greece and the appointment of the US special envoy for Kosovo may open a new phase of US 

involvement in the region, implicitly recognizing that they have long neglected political 

developments in the region. The strategy to rely mostly on EU soft power after the Balkan wars 

appears to be abandoned due to the geopolitical hesitations of Europe and the consolidation of 

Russian, Turkish and Chinese interests in the Western Balkans.  

These countries have different interests and strategies and are driven by a competition / 

collaboration approach. The cooperative approach among them emerges especially when US 

pursue a policy of disengagement as well as when EU shows its weakness in geopolitical posture. 

Pompeo's visit and the appointment of a special representative for Kosovo mark, at least 

diplomatically, a change of pace in Washington's interest in the region. 

 

The visit of the Secretary of State Pompeo 

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo has carried out a long mission in southern Europe 

visiting Italy, Greece, Northern Macedonia and Montenegro. The visit to the Balkans was 

concentrated on three neighboring countries, Greece, Northern Macedonia and Montenegro. 

Greece and Montenegro are NATO members while Northern Macedonia, after the resolution of the 

dispute over the name with Athens, has unblocked its process and could await a possible invitation 

to join the Atlantic Alliance. However, both Montenegro and Northern Macedonia are internally 

divided on their foreign policy posture, preferring a close relationship with Belgrade or Moscow to 

the path toward Euro-Atlantic integration. The support from Washington to the pro-Atlantic 

leadership of these countries thus appears to be linked to a diplomatic action aimed at preventing 

Russia from fueling the existing political rifts in these countries belonging to the Orthodox cultural 

area and therefore historically inclined to gravitate towards Belgrade and Moscow. Obviously the 

expansion of NATO in the Balkans is a matter of a certain sensitivity for Moscow, which has 

repeatedly spoken out against further enlargement of NATO in the region. The fact that Northern 

Macedonia and Montenegro are divided by Kosovo is not negligible, and remains another issue of 

disagreement between the US and Russia in the Balkan region and is the subject of further 

diplomatic action carried out by the US. 

 

The appointment of the new special envoy for the Western Balkans 

The American government has proceeded to appoint Matthew Palmer as special US envoy 

for the Western Balkan region, which is the area that also includes the countries covered by the 

visit of State Secretary Pompeo. In addition to the stabilization of Montenegro and Northern 

Macedonia, the two countries in the region subject to the recent and forthcoming expansion of 

NATO, the priority for the US envoy to the Balkans remains stabilizing and possibly solving the 

Kosovo dossier. This implies the resumption of the dialogue between Serbia and Kosovo and in 

particular the removal of some problems between Belgrade and Pristina that can prevent the 

normalization of relations. The failure to solve the problems of Kosovo and the survival of a latent 

conflict are capable to destabilize relations among NATO countries of the region, but also to 

prevent the normalization of relations with Belgrade. Numerous are the points of the dispute 

between Belgrade and Pristina that the US envoy will have to deal with.  
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Among them: 

• The non-recognition of Kosovo by Serbia; this is the main regional problem that cannot be 

solved in the short term given the opposition of the majority of Serbs in supporting this 

hypothesis and the constitutional constraints that prevent recognition by the government.          

The survival or end of the UN Mission in Kosovo UNMIK is also connected to the international 

status of Kosovo. 

• The establishment of the Kosovo Armed Forces; the intention of the Kosovo government of 

proceeding further towards the creation of an Armed Forces in Kosovo; this development at the 

moment seems to be contrary to the opinion of NATO itself, that guarantees the external and 

internal security of the country. The Serbian minority of Kosovo is obviously against the idea of 

creating a Kosovo army. 

• Disputes of sovereignty; the Serbian government claims ownership of numerous industrial 

complexes and resources in Kosovo, in particular those located in the northern part of the 

former Yugoslav province or those that have been built with loans from the World Bank of which 

Serbia has continued to pay even after the loss of control over Kosovo. The Trepca mines and 

the industrial establishments located in the Serbian part of Mitrovica are among the most 

significant. 

• Protection of Serbian minorities in Kosovo; in Kosovo there are about 120,000 Serbs, especially 

concentrated in the area of Mitrovica and in other southern municipalities. Their municipal lives 

is organized and financed by Belgrade creating several non-contiguous de facto enclaves.  

They are communities on which the Albanian government in fact can hardly exercise its 

sovereignty. The attempt to link these non-neighboring municipalities into a territorial entity with 

autonomous powers inside the Kosovo state has not for the moment found a political 

consensus, with Pristina fearing that this could be a sort of counter-secession. The model to 

which the Kosovo Serbs are inspiring is a model similar to that existing in the Republic of 

Srpska compared to the central government of Sarajevo. 

• Serbian parallel institutions in Kosovo; especially in the north of the province a parallel 

administration of Serbian communities has been created that are self-organized and supported 

by Belgrade. In fact, the continuity of the Belgrade government over the Serbian territories north 

of the Ibar river has never failed despite the proclamation of Kosovo's independence and the 

establishment of Pristina's control of the borders with Serbia. 

• Trade war; Pristina has imposed punitive tariffs on goods originating from Serbia, accusing 

Belgrade of undermining the stability of Kosovo and other actions aimed at not recognizing its 

independence. 

 

The situation between Belgrade and Pristina appears to be unsustainable for the stability of 

the region and the US correspondent Palmer will mainly work on this aspects of a 20 years old 

dossier. 

 


