
Giving a shunt towards Europe 

A vice-presidential visit draws fresh attention to the urgent need to push the western Balkans 
forward. 
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IN 1991 Radovan Karadzic, the then leader of the Bosnian Serbs, stood in the Bosnian 
parliament in Sarajevo and warned Bosnian Muslims (Bosniaks) that they were taking the 
country down the highway to hell. It was one of the most dramatic moments in the history of 
the destruction of Yugoslavia. On May 19th Joe Biden, the American vice-president, stood in 
the same place and denounced nationalist politics. In an emotion-laden speech, he exclaimed: 
“God, when will you tire of that rhetoric?…This must stop.” 

Bosnia is not about to slide back to war. But in the past three years its progress since the 1995 
Dayton agreement has ground to a halt. That Mr Biden chose to begin his Balkan trip in 
Sarajevo before going to Belgrade and Pristina, Kosovo’s capital, speaks volumes for the 
Obama administration’s concern about Bosnia, though it wants new momentum injected into 
the rest of the region too. The Americans are not alone in fretting over Bosnia. Shrewdly Mr 
Biden took Javier Solana, the European Union’s foreign-policy supremo, with him.  

Mr Biden is one of several in the administration with a history of involvement in the Balkans. 
As one diplomat in Sarajevo puts it, “the Clintonites are back”. When the EU proved unable to 
end the Bosnian war in the early 1990s, the Americans took control. And in 1999, as the war 
between Serbia and its ethnic-Albanian majority in Kosovo worsened, President Bill Clinton 
rallied his allies and NATO began its 78-day bombardment of Serbia.  

Today Mr Biden believes that the western Balkans may need outside help again. Europe is still 
not up to solving its own security problems, says Edward Joseph, a leading American Balkan 
specialist. The EU lacks a coherent policy towards Bosnia; by default American leadership in 
the region remains indispensable. Mr Joseph exaggerates, but not entirely. Just when it needs 
to maintain influence, the EU is poised to pull most of its remaining 2,000 troops out of Bosnia. 
America can help, but Balkan countries are on the path to joining the EU, not the United 
States.  

The problem is that many have strayed, not least Bosnia. Indeed, Mr Biden explicitly told the 
Bosnians this week that “right now, you are off that path.” The country is saddled with an 



unwieldy post-war structure that produces an endless tug-of-war between Bosnian Serb 
leaders, who want to preserve the full quasi-independence of their entity, and Bosniaks, who 
want to centralise more state functions.  

Meanwhile Serbia, having failed to arrest Ratko Mladic, a former Bosnian Serb general indicted 
for genocide, has stopped moving on its own path to European integration. Croatia, the most 
advanced of the former Yugoslav candidates, is being blocked by its neighbour Slovenia, which 
joined the EU in 2004, over a boundary dispute. And Macedonia, unable to resolve a quarrel 
with Greece over its name, has stagnated as an EU candidate since 2005.  

The new administration’s decision to focus on the whole of the western Balkans, not just an 
independent Kosovo, is welcome to all—so long as the region does not become the object of a 
turf war between Washington and Brussels. Many in Washington think that the EU is hopeless 
and only a muscular America can sort out its problems. But they brush under the carpet 
uncomfortable facts, such as the miserable failure by the Americans to get their Bosniak 
friends to agree upon even a modest constitutional change in 2006. Behind closed doors this 
week, Bosniak and Bosnian Serb leaders heard a tough message from Mr Biden to co-operate 
more.  

 

One idea under consideration is that America should appoint a special envoy for the Balkans. 
This is being greeted coolly by many Europeans, who think it might undermine their efforts to 
get the Balkan countries to do what they must do: continue to push through painful reforms. 
But Milica Delevic, director of Serbia’s European integration office, points out that, with Serbia 
blocked by the Mladic affair, it is becoming harder either to motivate officials or to maintain 
popular enthusiasm for the EU in a country that has been hearing the mantra of Europe ever 
since the fall of Milosevic in 2000.  

Pierre Mirel, a senior official in the European Commission, detects a vicious circle in the 
making. Many EU members have cold feet about further enlargement of their club. As a 
consequence, Balkan leaders do not do enough to fulfil their promises to the EU, the reputation 
of the Balkans as an unsavoury region racked by organised crime remains, and the whole 
situation stays blocked. Only help yourself and Europe will help you, he concludes.  

Today, almost everybody in the region desperately wants to travel to the EU without having to 
go through the time-consuming and expensive procedure of securing visas. Macedonians and 
maybe Montenegrins may get visa-free travel early next year. Serbs may too, but they have 
technical problems because of Kosovo, whose independence Serbia refuses to recognise. Still, 
if EU interior ministers give a green light to all three when they meet shortly to discuss the 
issue, it will be a huge boost to governments that want to be able to tell their people that hard 



work yields tangible results. It will also send a strong message to Bosnians and Albanians that 
their governments need to do more to win visa-free travel too.  

On the economic front, there may now be grounds for modest hope. The global economic crisis 
has hit the Balkans hard. But Jurij Bajec, an economic adviser to the Serbian prime minister, 
says that several indicators in the past few weeks are making him a little less worried than he 
was two months ago. A healthy Serbian economy is vital for the whole region, but especially 
for Bosnia and Macedonia.  

Belgrade has just held a festival of Sarajevo theatre, music and films. The Bosnians were 
greeted by emotional and rapturous audiences. Belgrade is plastered with billboards inviting 
Serbs to holiday in Croatia and Montenegro. One European diplomat says he hopes that the 
Biden visit means that Clinton-era officials will update their ideas of the region, which often 
remain stuck in the war years and tend as a result to be anti-Serb. The Biden visit is an 
opportunity for America and the EU to push the western Balkans forward together. If they are 
up to it.  

Correction: we originally wrote that Macedonia had become an EU candidate in 2001. We 
meant 2005. This was corrected on May 22nd 2009. 
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