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ESTABLISH A PRONATAL POLICY IN SERBIA

Abstract

Demographic winter is a long-term process of population decline,
caused by low birth rates, population aging, and continuous emigration.
Its consequences directly affect the political, economic, and social
capacities of the state. Serbia has been in this process for several decades,
as confirmed by negative natural growth, an increase in the average age
of the population, a decrease in the number of families with children,
and intensive emigration of young and working-age people. This paper is
based on the assumption that demographic pointers can be seen as an early
indicator of future economic, social, and geopolitical changes, because
the population structure affects the capacity of the state to maintain its
institutions, economic productivity, and political stability in the long
term. Starting from the framework of demographic transition and the
concept of demographic winter, the causes of depopulation of Serbia are
analyzed, with special emphasis on unplanned childlessness, decreasing
maternity rates, and changing reproductive value patterns. At the same
time, the limited scope of existing population policies, primarily focused
on financial incentives, is pointed out. The methodological framework
of the research is based on the analysis of statistical data, a case study
of the Republic of Serbia, and a comparative review of contemporary
demographic literature. The spatial framework of the research covers
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the territory of the Republic of Serbia, and the time frame is the last
two decades. The paper contributes to the theory of public policies by
showing that demographic reproduction is a prerequisite for political
sustainability and the preservation of the institutional capacities of the
state. The particular contribution of this study lies in distinguishing
between the total fertility rate, the motherhood rate, and the number
of children per mother, as well as in conceptualizing pronatalist policy
through three interrelated dimensions: institutional design, value
framework, and policy instruments. The study advances the thesis
that the demographic winter does not represent a temporary statistical
phenomenon, but a profound social challenge that requires a long-term,
value-based, and institutionally coherent state policy.

Keywords: demographic winter, unplanned childlessness, maternity
rate, population policy, Serbia

INTRODUCTION: THE PHENOMENON
OF DEPOPULATION AND THE CONTINUOUS
DECLINE OF SERBIA’S POPULATION

Contemporary demographic trends indicate that a large number of
countries, particularly in Europe and East Asia, are facing a prolonged
decline in fertility rates below the level of simple reproduction. This
trend, which can no longer be viewed as a temporary phenomenon but
rather as a new demographic norm, leads to profound transformations
in the structure of the population and the functioning of societies. In
this context, depopulation ceases to be solely a demographic issue and
becomes one of the key challenges to the economic sustainability, social
cohesion, and political stability of modern states.

Depopulation represents a process of continuous population
decline, primarily driven by low birth rates and significant migratory
outflows. This phenomenon affects numerous countries and regions
around the world, leaving substantial economic, social, and cultural
consequences. As Johnson and Lichter point out, “Depopulation
represents a chronic loss of population that prevents a country from
returning to its previous period of population growth” (Johnson and
Lichter 2019, 3). Therefore, depopulation cannot be understood solely
as a quantitative reduction in the number of inhabitants, but as a process
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with deeper structural consequences for society. In this context, this
process can lead to a state referred to in the literature as a demographic
winter — a situation in which persistently low fertility, population aging,
and weakening reproductive norms put the long-term sustainability of
society at risk (Eberstadt 2010; Lutz 2006).

The gravity of this issue is further amplified by the fact that low
fertility and population aging are largely self-reinforcing processes,
producing mechanisms that deepen over time. A reduction in the size of
younger generations leads to a smaller pool of potential parents, which
further lowers the number of births, creating the so-called “low fertility
trap.” Under such conditions, even significant public interventions
often have limited impact, as they operate within an already altered
demographic structure.

It is within this broader context that demographic trends in Serbia
should be understood. These trends do not represent an isolated case but
are part of a wider European pattern, albeit with specific intensity and
structure. Key demographic indicators in Serbia confirm the continuity
of negative trends, primarily through a long-term decline in fertility
rates, a negative natural population growth, and pronounced population
aging. These processes indicate that the demographic crisis in Serbia is
not a short-term disruption but a structural phenomenon with long-term
consequences for the economic, social, and institutional development of
society. Faced with these trends, the state seeks to respond to negative
demographic patterns through various measures.

Unlike most developed countries, which partially mitigate
depopulation through immigration, Serbia faces the simultaneous effects
of negative natural population growth and intensive emigration, further
accelerating population decline and aging. This process is long-term and
structural in nature, gradually constraining the biological, economic,
and political capacities of the state. This is also highlighted in a United
Nations report, which emphasizes that population aging and declining
birth rates have long-term implications for economic development, the
labor market, and the sustainability of social protection systems (United
Nations [UN] 2020, 3). For this reason, depopulation can be understood
as an indicator of future societal changes — a signal that policymakers
should heed. As Professor Rasevi¢ notes, “A comprehensive response
across all public policies is necessary to build a society in which young
women and men want to live, work, start families, have children, and
age” (NIN 2025).
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The central research question of this study is: Is the low fertility
rate in Serbia primarily a result of economic constraints, or of bigger
value-based and institutional changes in contemporary society? If the
latter is the case, demographic policy cannot be reduced solely to a set
of individual social measures. In such a scenario, it becomes a matter of
a broader value and institutional framework within which individuals
make life decisions that affect not only their personal lives but also the
future of the wider community.

Based on the above, the aim of this study is to theoretically
and empirically examine the phenomenon of demographic winter in
Serbia and to propose a systemic framework for pronatalist policy. The
contribution of this study lies in its effort to approach the demographic
crisis not solely through the lens of economic constraints, but as the
result of a complex interaction between institutional conditions, value
orientations, and public policies. In this sense, the study proceeds from
the assumption that understanding low fertility requires analyzing the
broader social context in which decisions about parenthood are made.
The study is structured to first consider the concept of demographic
winter, then analyze its specific characteristics in Serbia, and finally
formulate the framework of pronatalist policy along with its strategic
objectives.

DEMOGRAPHIC WINTER

In this study, demographic winter is used as an analytical
framework for understanding the deep social, political, and value-based
transformations in society that accompany persistently low fertility. The
concept of demographic winter entered usage in the second half of the
1970s to describe a situation in which a society “enters a period of
demographic cooling, in which the number of births falls long-term
below replacement level, leading to population aging and biological
decline” (Chaunu and Sufferet 1976, 15-16). Although the term
itself is less frequently used in Serbian academic literature, domestic
demographers point to the same phenomenon. For example, Vladimir
Nikitovi¢ concludes that “the aspiration to achieve fertility levels
necessary for long-term generational replacement has, for at least two
decades, remained more in the domain of desire than of possibility”
(Nikitovi¢ 2012, 40).
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Demographic winter, therefore, represents a profound structural
transformation of the population, reflected in changes to the age pyramid,
redefinition of intergenerational relationships, and the increasing burden
on public systems to respond to the new needs of society. One of the
key consequences is the transformation of family structures, which are
becoming increasingly vertical — more generations live simultaneously,
but the number of relatives within each generation is decreasing. Such
a structure leads to a weakening of traditional family support networks
and an increased pressure on state institutions to develop alternative
support systems in order to protect the most vulnerable groups (Jiang
et al. 2025).

The popularization of the term demographic winter was
significantly influenced by the American demographer Nicholas
Eberstadt, who emphasizes that the decline in fertility rates is a global
phenomenon affecting both developed and developing countries
(Eberstadt 2010). In other words, low fertility has become the
reproductive norm and a widely accepted societal life pattern (Eberstadt
2010). This phenomenon is theoretically linked to the second phase of
the demographic transition, characterized by low birth rates and changes
in value orientations, particularly the rise of individualism and the
weakening of traditional family norms.

Discussing individual behavior as a determinant of natural
population fertility, Mirjana Rasevi¢ highlights the importance of the
role of social norms, moral codes, and legal regulations — products of
social consciousness — which influence and oversee the decisions of
women and men regarding family life and childbearing (Rasevi¢ 1997,
11). In contemporary societies, parenthood is losing its status as a central
life value and is increasingly perceived as a limiting factor in career
development and personal self-realization. As a consequence, even
under conditions of economic stability, families do not grow larger, as
this is no longer aligned with dominant social expectations.

The consequences of demographic winter are manifold: increased
pressure on pension, healthcare, and social systems; reduction of the
available labor force; decreased production; and reduced consumption.
In addition, there are less visible consequences, such as a decline in
youthful energy, enthusiasm, innovativeness, and creativity. Bricker and
Ibbitson illustrate this vividly: “An unwritten poem, an undiscovered
medicine, an unfinished technology — because there are fewer living
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this year than the previous one — how can this be quantified? How can
we measure the loss of creative energy due to a smaller number of
young people?” (Briker i Ibitson 2019, 219). This argument points to a
difficult-to-measure but real loss of future human potential, not only in
the economy but also in culture, science, and public life.

Demographic winter is difficult to reverse, particularly due to
changes in the age structure of the population. Even if fertility rates were
to increase over a relatively short period, the reduced cohorts of women
of reproductive age mean fewer potential mothers. This phenomenon,
known as “demographic inertia,” represents a significant limitation
for public policies, as the effects of interventions cannot be observed
in the short term. Therefore, it is important to distinguish between
the short-term effects of measures and long-term structural outcomes,
which depend on the age pyramid, migration patterns, and social norms
regarding family and parenthood, as well as the societal status attributed
to family and parenting.

Gérard Frangois Dumont emphasizes that demographic winter
also has geopolitical consequences (Dumont 2019, 30). Using Europe as
an example, Dumont notes that at the national level, this process changes
the structure of the electorate and affects political relations; at the level
of the European Union, it can lead to an uneven distribution of political
power; and at the global level, it can result in the relative decline of
Europe’s influence in the world (Dumont 2019, 30). According to data
from the United Nations (UN World Population Prospects), the EU’s
share of the world population decreased from 12% (1960) to 6% (2022),
and it is expected to fall to 4% by 2070 (European Commission 2023, 9).

These indicators suggest that demographic winter has not only
social but also strategic implications — a smaller and older population
reduces the state’s capacity for productivity, defense, and overall
geopolitical significance and potential. Accordingly, the state cannot
remain a neutral observer of reproductive processes but becomes an
active participant in shaping them.

The causes of demographic winter are complex and include
economic insecurity, prolonged education, urbanization, the weakening
role of family and religion, as well as an overall shift in life values.
According to Eberstadt’s analysis, approximately half of the world’s
population lives in countries where fertility rates are below the
replacement level of 2.1 children per woman (Eberstadt 2010, 55),
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indicating that demographic winter represents a global structural
process. The intensity and consequences of this phenomenon depend
on migration flows, the institutional capacities of the state, and cultural
patterns that shape family life.

DEMOGRAPHIC WINTER IN SERBIA

Serbia has been experiencing a pronounced demographic winter
for several decades, characterized by low fertility rates, prolonged
negative natural population growth, and an unfavorable migration
balance. Official statistical data provide insight into the scale of these
processes, clearly indicating the intensity and structure of demographic
changes in Serbia over recent decades. According to the Statistical
Office of the Republic of Serbia, negative natural population growth
has shown a continuous increase, from -26,134 in 2004 (Republicki
zavod za statistiku [RZS] 2025b), to -34,786 in 2014 (RZS 2023f), and
-37,385 in 2024 (RZS 2025c). At the same time, the average age of the
population has reached 43.8 years, nearly one-third of the population is
over 60 years old, and the number of single-person households is rising
(RZS 2023¢).

The paradox of a simultaneous decline in population and growth
in the number of households points to a profound transformation of
social life patterns, including weakening intergenerational relationships
and increasing social fragmentation. These trends suggest that the
demographic crisis in Serbia is not solely a consequence of economic
constraints, but also of structural changes in lifestyle and value
orientations. At the same time, these processes introduce a new
dimension to the problem — the issue of mental health, loneliness,
and social exclusion among the elderly population (World Health
Organization 2020).

Comparative data from the last two censuses, presented in Table
1, illustrate the scale of the demographic crisis in Serbia They show not
only a decline in the total population, but also changes in household and
family structures, as well as a pronounced increase in population aging.



SPT No 4/2026, year XXXIII, vol. 98 pp. 1-22

Table 1. Comparative Overview of Census Data from 2011 and 2022

2011 2022
Population 7.186.862 6.647.003
Number of Households | 2.487.886 2.589.344
Number of Families 2.125.772 1.904.314
Number of Childless | ;g ¢67 (44.01%) 592.602 (45,18%)
Families
Number of Families
with Children 1.476.105 1.311.712
Elderly (65+ years) 1.250.316 (17,4%) 1.468.855 (22,1%)
Average Age 422 43,8

Source: RZS 2011 n.d.a; RZS 2017a; RZS 2017b; RZS n.d.b;
RZS 2023c; RZS 2023d.

The data presented reflect not only a quantitative decline in
population but as Vladimir Nikitovi¢ emphasizes, demographic changes
in Serbia do not only mean a reduction in the number of inhabitants,
but also a profound transformation of the social structure, such as
population aging, a decrease in the number of younger generations,
and a change in the ratio between economically active and dependent
populations (Nikitovi¢ 2022a). Analysis of the data from the last two
censuses reveals three important trends. First, a decline in population
accompanied by a simultaneous increase in single-person households,
indicating fragmentation of family structures. Second, a decrease in the
number of families with children reflects a reduction in the reproductive
potential of society. Third, an increase in the share of the population aged
65 and older, along with a rise in average age, confirms that Serbia is in
a phase of pronounced demographic aging.

The demographic picture of Serbia is further complicated by
migration processes, which lead to a selective outflow of young and
educated individuals. According to demographer Vladimir Nikitovi¢,
“migration contributed between at least 15% and at most 26% to
population decline during the period between the 2002 and 2011
censuses,” (Nikitovi¢ 2022b, 55) with the trend of net emigration
continuing after 2011. According to data from the Organisation for
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Economic Co-operation and Development, Serbia is among the countries
with the most intensive emigration flows. The average age of emigrants
is 28.7 years, and one in five has a higher education degree (Vlada
Republike Srbije 2020). The World Bank estimates that approximately
14% of the population left Serbia over the past two decades, while
data published in the Strategy on Economic Migration of the Republic
of Serbia for 2021-2027 indicate a high potential for continuation
of this trend, as 41.6% of respondents expressed willingness to seek
employment abroad (Vlada Republike Srbije 2020).

Intensive emigration is not a transient phenomenon, but a long-
term trend indicating a structural mismatch between the expectations of
young people and the institutional and economic opportunities available
in society. Such a pronounced outflow of human capital has multiple
consequences — not only demographic and economic, but also political
and security-related. As Nebojsa Vukovi¢ emphasizes, depopulation
processes can lead to “negative geopolitical consequences,” including
changes in territorial control and the ethnic composition of the population
(Vukovi¢ 2010, 43).

It can be concluded that depopulation in Serbia is not solely the
result of low fertility rates, but a consequence of a complex combination
of natural population decline and out-migration, which accelerates
population aging and reduces the number of potential parents. An
additional indicator of future demographic trends is school-age
population data, which points to a reduction in younger cohorts. Over
the course of just one decade, the number of primary school students
in Serbia decreased by approximately 60,000 (from 558,869 in the
2014/15 school year to 500,514 in 2023/24) (RZS 2024). Concurrently,
the number of primary schools declined from 3,385 in 2015/16 to 1,131
in 2024/25 (RZS 2025a). While caution is required in interpreting these
data, the trend is unequivocal.

These data do not merely reflect the current situation statistically,
but also serve as indicators of future demographic trends, as they
suggest that in the coming decades, there will be progressively fewer
young cohorts entering the education system, the labor market, and
the reproductive cycle. Low fertility, population aging, and migration
do not act in isolation; rather, they reinforce each other and contribute
to the deepening of the demographic crisis. Therefore, the analysis of
low fertility cannot be limited solely to the total fertility rate. It is also
necessary to consider phenomena such as unplanned childlessness,



SPT No 4/2026, year XXXIII, vol. 98 pp. 1-22

the motherhood rate, and the number of children per mother, as these
indicators reveal how low birth rates arise, why mothers have fewer
children, and why a smaller proportion of women become mothers at
all (Shaw 2025b).

The childlessness rate represents the share of women who remain
without children throughout their reproductive life (Shaw 2025b).
Childlessness can be voluntary (the result of a conscious decision not
to have children), medically conditioned, situational (resulting from
certain social circumstances), or unplanned. Unplanned childlessness
refers to situations in which individuals have not consciously decided
to remain childless but have delayed parenthood until it is no longer
biologically possible (Shaw 2025b). According to research by Steven
Shaw, approximately 10% of childless women choose not to become
mothers, a similar percentage remain childless for medical reasons,
while in the majority of cases, it is due to unplanned childlessness (Shaw
2025a, 42, 28).

Data from the most recent census in Serbia indicate that
approximately 30% of the population of reproductive age has no
children (36.6% of men and 25.67% of women) (RZS 2023a). Of a total
of 1,904,314 families recorded in the 2022 census, 592,602 (31,12%)
are childless families (RZS 2023b). This phenomenon is associated with
delayed parenthood, prolonged education, uncertain entry into the labor
market, and later formation of partnership and family relationships. As
Tomanovi¢ and Stanojevi¢ note, “the transition to parenthood occurs
in an unsupportive institutional environment, so the resources of the
family of origin become one of the main structural contexts in which
family formation and parenthood take place, in which young people
choose one of two strategies: a network of strong informal support for
parenthood or delaying childbirth, reducing the number of children, and
foregoing parenthood” (Tomanovi¢ i Stanojevi¢ 2015, 42). Additionally,
contemporary narratives about the possibility of freezing eggs and
reproductive material, as well as parenthood at later ages, contribute to
the increase in unplanned childlessness.

Research on the biological limitations of fertility reminds us that
the window for parenthood is temporally limited. According to data
from the U.S. National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences,
the probability of conception declines particularly after the age of 35
(Dunson, Baird and Colombo 2004). In Serbia, the average age of
women at childbirth is 30.5 years, while the average age at first birth

10
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is 29.1 years (RZS 2025¢), indicating a strong link between delayed
parenthood and the overall decline in fertility.

Unplanned childlessness also has broader societal implications, as
it influences the transformation of value patterns and the normalization
of life without children. In contexts where parenthood does not hold
a clear prestigious status in society, and a significant portion of the
reproductive-age population has no children, it becomes common for
individuals to prioritize personal goals over family formation. In this
way, value patterns favoring individualism and career self-fulfillment are
reproduced, leading to phenomena such as in Japan, where the number
of household pets exceeds the number of children (Japan Today 2021).

A better understanding of contemporary fertility trends requires
distinguishing the total fertility rate from indicators that focus on
mothers. The total motherhood rate measures the share of women who
become mothers during their reproductive life, while the number of
children per mother indicates the average number of children born to
women who become mothers (Shaw 2025b), excluding women who do
not give birth. Research by Steven Shaw shows that the total motherhood
rate can decline sharply while the number of children per mother
remains relatively stable, revealing a hidden dynamic of fertility that
is not apparent through the total fertility rate alone (Shaw 2025b). This
has important implications for population policy, as measures aimed at
supporting families to have two, three, or more children cannot achieve
their full effect if the underlying question of how young people decide
whether or not to become parents is not addressed first.

In Serbia, these two processes occur simultaneously — the increase
in the number of people without children and the predominance of one-
child families (711.826, or 53.45% of all families with children) (RZS
2023c). Families with two children account for 35.57% of families
with children, or only 24.87% of all families, while families with three
children represent just 7.7% of families with children, or 5.4% of all
families in Serbia. Families with five or more children have become
exceptional, making up only 0.29% of families in Serbia (RZS 2023c).
These data point to a profound shift in reproductive patterns — delayed
parenthood, a lower probability of having larger families, and smaller
cohorts entering reproductive age — which further reduces the potential
for changing the existing demographic situation.

These trends confirm that the demographic winter in Serbia
represents a long-term structural process. Understanding its causes

11
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requires an analysis of the broader social and institutional context in
which reproductive decisions are made. Factors such as economic
security, employment stability, housing availability, opportunities
to reconcile work and parenthood, access to and quality of childcare
services, and other social policy measures aimed at raising fertility
all play a role. In conditions where these factors are not stable and
predictable, the decision to have children becomes more uncertain and
is more frequently postponed.

PRONATALITY POLICY IN THE CONTEXT
OF DEMOGRAPHIC WINTER: SYSTEMIC
FRAMEWORK AND STRATEGIC GOALS

Serbia is experiencing a prolonged demographic winter, which
makes demographic policy one of the key state priorities. Demographic
policy, understood as a set of deliberately designed measures through
which states seek to influence demographic processes such as
fertility, mortality, and migration (Demeny and McNicoll 2003), has
a strongly intersectoral character, connecting various public policies
and institutions. Although in its full scope demographic policy also
encompasses the management of migration flows and societal adaptation
to population aging, this study focuses on pronatality policy as a central
dimension of demographic renewal, since stabilizing the birth rate is
essential to halting further depopulation.

This study argues that effective pronatality policy requires
simultaneous action on institutional conditions, value frameworks, and
public policy instruments. Demographic outcomes are not solely the result
of individual choices but are structurally conditioned by institutional,
economic, and cultural contexts. Therefore, pronatality policy can be
understood as a systemic framework encompassing three interconnected
dimensions: institutional arrangements, value frameworks, and policy
instruments. Their interaction shapes the conditions in which individuals
make decisions about family formation and childbearing.

Institutional arrangements encompass the overall organization
of the social system within which individuals’ life decisions are
shaped. This includes the structure and stability of the labor market,
the availability and quality of childcare services, the nature of housing
policy, as well as the legal and regulatory framework that affects the
possibility of reconciling professional and family roles. The institutional
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context determines the material, temporal, and organizational resources
necessary for parenthood. Research shows that the ability to balance
work and parenthood has a direct impact on reproductive behavior,
as “establishing equilibrium in this area increases individual life and
job satisfaction, enhances labor productivity, results in healthier and
wealthier families, ensures childcare is more evenly shared between
partners, and consequently raises fertility levels” (RaSevi¢ 1 Bjelobrk
2021, 5). Therefore, institutional design represents one of the key
mechanisms through which the state indirectly influences demographic
outcomes.

In parallel with institutional conditions, the value framework
of society shapes the meaning of family and parenthood. The value
framework determines whether childbearing is perceived as a social
value of general importance or solely as a private life decision of
individuals. Value orientations define the hierarchy of life priorities
and behavioral patterns. Research within the theory of the second
demographic transition shows that “the acceptance and spread of a
post-materialist value system brings a range of changes in behavior
and attitudes regarding marriage, family, and parenthood, which are
reflected in fertility decisions” (Sobot 2022, 151). Without a change in
the dominant social narrative recognizing parenthood as a valued social
role, the effects of individual measures remain limited.

In addition to institutional conditions and the societal value
framework, specific instruments of public policy influence demographic
behavior — that is, the measures that the state implements to affect
the reproductive behavior of the population. These include financial
incentives, tax benefits, parental leave systems, support for assisted
reproduction programs, housing policy measures, and the development
of childcare infrastructure. The goal of these measures is to reduce
the economic and organizational costs of parenthood and increase the
security of family planning. However, their effects are neither automatic
nor linear. As highlighted in the National Human Development Report,
“it is too expensive to attempt to raise fertility rates to the level of
simple reproduction solely through cash incentives” (United Nations
Population Fund [UNFPA] 2022, 45). Similarly, Demeny emphasizes
that “fertility declines when changes in these factors make limiting
childbearing favorable for couples,” with “social and institutional
conditions” being decisive in shaping reproductive behavior (Demeny
2011, 260). Therefore, policy measures should be viewed as part of
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a broader, systemic framework of demographic policy, rather than as
isolated instruments. Their full effect is realized only when integrated
with institutional arrangements that provide stable conditions for family
life and with a value framework that recognizes parenthood as a socially
relevant and desirable role. Otherwise, their effects remain limited and
short-term.

Within this conceptual approach, pronatalist policy measures can
be systematized around three key strategic objectives: (1) increasing
the number of parents, (2) reducing unplanned childlessness, and
(3) increasing the likelihood that families have more children. These
objectives are interdependent and interconnected.

Increasing the number of parents represents a fundamental
prerequisite for a long-term demographic turnaround. In conditions of
a growing share of the population without children, measures aimed
solely at increasing the number of children per family have limited
reach. Therefore, an effective pronatalist policy should primarily focus
on reducing barriers to entering parenthood. This aspect of pronatalist
policy primarily falls within the domain of institutional design, as the
decision to become a parent depends on employment stability, housing
availability, the possibility of reconciling work and parenthood, and the
accessibility and quality of childcare services. As Professor Bobi¢ notes,
“the higher the ‘cost of children’ (both economic and psychological),
the lower their supply,” and “if the level of benefits and services aimed
at mothers and children is higher, the supply of children will increase,
because these benefits reduce the immediate economic and opportunity
costs of parenthood” (Bobi¢ 2003, 77).

The second objective focuses on reducing unplanned childlessness,
which is not the result of a conscious choice but often stems from
postponement, institutional constraints, and insufficient information.
Achieving this goal requires an intersectoral approach, encompassing
coordinated action by the health, education, and social policy sectors,
as well as creating an environment that encourages early and planned
decisions about parenthood. While assisted reproduction measures
are significant at the individual level, their demographic impact is
limited, as “assisted reproductive procedures have a negligible effect
on national fertility rates” (Prdg et al. 2017, 46). Therefore, preventive
action is necessary, through systematic education of young people about
reproductive health, removal of structural and economic barriers that
delay parenthood, and support for decisions that allow family planning
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in line with personal and career goals. Only through integrated action
across these three levels can unplanned childlessness be reduced and a
more stable demographic development be promoted.

The third objective concerns increasing the likelihood that
families choose to have more children. Although this aspect is often
limited to financial incentives, experience shows that their effect remains
constrained without broader institutional and cultural support. Decisions
to expand a family are not purely economic but depend on the stability
of the parental support system, availability of services such as childcare,
and a flexible working environment, as well as the social recognition
of parenthood as an important and valued role. Therefore, it is crucial
to ensure long-term predictability and consistency of measures so that
families can plan to expand in an environment that encourages and
values parenthood, rather than only facilitating it in the short term.

Effective pronatalist policy implies an integrated approach,
simultaneously addressing institutional conditions, the societal value
framework, and concrete public policy measures. Such a comprehensive
strategy is a prerequisite for sustainable demographic renewal and the
preservation of the state’s demographic sovereignty, ensuring that
parenthood is once again recognized and valued as a key social role.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The process of demographic winter in Serbia represents a long-
term structural challenge with profound economic, social, and cultural
consequences. Negative demographic trends cannot be reversed without
systematic and long-term measures. Therefore, demographic policy is
not merely one of many public policies but a strategic issue that affects
economic sustainability, institutional stability, and the future of society.

Pronatalist policy plays a central role within population policy,
with three main objectives: encouraging entry into parenthood, reducing
unplanned childlessness, and supporting families in having more
children. Research shows that entry into parenthood is a critical point
in demographic dynamics, and measures aimed at encouraging the birth
of'a second or third child have limited impact in contexts where the share
of childless families is increasing.

Demographic trends cannot be explained or altered solely through
economic instruments. Decisions about childbearing are formed within a
broader institutional and value framework, which requires the integration
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of economic, social, health, and educational policies, as well as clear
societal affirmation of parenthood. Reliance on partial measures, without
simultaneously addressing structural barriers and the social status of
parenthood, cannot lead to a long-term demographic turnaround.
Effective pronatalist policy implies an integrated approach that
combines institutional conditions, value orientations, and concrete public
policy measures. In this way, population policy becomes a matter of state
capacity to ensure its biological, political, and institutional continuity,
supporting sustainable demographic renewal and a stable societal future.
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HNOJAM JEMOI'PA®CKE 3UME
N ITPEJJIO3U MEPA 3A YTBPBUBAIBE
INPOHATAJIMTETHE ITIOJIMTUKE Y CPBUJHN

Pe3ume

Hemorpadcka 3uma mpeacTaBiba AyroTpajaH Mmpolec onaaama 0Opoja
CTaHOBHHKA, yCJIOBJbEH HICKOM CTOIIOM paljarba, CTapeeM MoIyJaluje
U KOHTUHYaJIHUM HCEJbaBalkbEM CTAHOBHHUIITBA. HOCJICI[I/IHe OBOTI'
nponeca JUPEKTHO YyTUYY Ha HOJIUTUYKE, CKOHOMCKE U APYUITBCHE
Kanamnurere apkaBe. CpOuja ce Beh HEKOJIMKO JeTeHHja Halla3h y
OBOM TIPOIIECY, IITO NOTBPlyjy HETaTUBaH MPUPOAHHU MPUPAIITA], PACT
MIPOCEYHE CTAPOCTH CTAaHOBHUIITBA, Maj Opoja MOpPOAMIA ca JCIOM U
WHTCH3UBHA eMUTpallija MIIauX U pagHo criocoOHuX yuna. OBaj pan
MoJIa3M O/ MPETIOCTAaBKE Jia JeMoTpadcku oKa3aTe bl MPeACcTaBIbajy
paHu HHIUKATOP Oy IyhHX eKOHOMCKHX, COITHjATHIX H T€OMOJIUTHIKAX
poMeHa, Oynyhn ma cTpykTypa CTaHOBHHINTBA JTyropodHO oapelyje
WHCTUTYLOHATHE, €KOHOMCKE M TIOJINTHYKE KallalUuTeTe IpiKaBe.
[Tonazehu o oxBHpa gemMorpadcke TpaH3UIMje U KOHLIENTa AeMorpadceke
3UMe, aHAIM3UPajy ce y3polu Aenomnynanuje Cpouje, ca moceOHUM
HarJIacKOM Ha HeTIaHUPaHO Oe37eTCTBO, CMamkEeHhEe CTOIE MaTePUHCTBA
Y TIPOMEHY PEenpoayKTUBHUX BPEAHOCHWX oOpaszana. Pan ykasyje u
Ha OTPaHWYEH JIOMET MOCTOjehnX MOMyJalMOHNX MOJIUTHKA KOje Cy
MPEBacXOJHO YCMEpeHe Ha (PMHAHCHjCKE MOJACTHIAje. MeTOI0T0IKN
OKBHP MCTPaXHBambha 3aCHUBA CE HA aHAJM3H CTATHUCTHUYKUX MOJaTaKa,
cTyauju ciydaja PenmyOnuke CpOuje M KOMIAapaTHBHOM Mperjery
caBpeMeHe iemorpadcke nureparype. [IpocTopHE OKBUP HCTpaKMBamba
obyxBara noapy4je Pemryommke CpOuje y BpeMEHCKOM OKBUPY TTOCTIEIHE
nBe aeueHuje. Pajg qonpuHOCH Teopyju jaBHUX MOJIUTHKA TTOKazyjyhu na
je nemorpadcka penpoayKIpja mpeaycioB NOTUTHIKE OAPKUBOCTU U
OUyBama MHCTUTYIIMOHATHUX KaranuTera Ap>kase. [loceban gonpunoc
paza orjena ce y pa3jMKOBamy YKyIHE CTONe (epTHIINTETa, CTOIe
MaTepUHCTBA U Opoja JAele Mo Majiiy, Ka0 U Y KOHIIENTyalu3alluju
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MIpOHATAIMTETHE TIOJUTHUKE KPO3 TPH Mel)yCOOHO moBe3ane NTMMeH3Hje:
MHCTUTYIIMOHAIHYU JW33jH, BPEAHOCHN OKBHDP M MHCTPYMEHTE jaBHUX
nonutuka. Paj 3actyma tesy na nemorpadceka 3uma He NpelcTaBba
MpOJa3HU CTaTUCTHYKKA (peHoMmeH, Beh nyOOKM ApYyIITBEHH H3a30B
KOjH 3aXTeBa AyrOpOYHY, BPEAHOCHO YTEMEJbCHY U MHCTUTYIIMOHATHO
JIOCJIEAHY pKaBHY IOJIUTUKY.

Kipyune peun: nemorpadeka 3uMa, HeTIIaHUPAHO OE3/IETCTBO, CTOMA
MaTEepHHCTBA, NOMyJanrnona nonutrka, Cpouja
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CONSTITUTIONAL IDENTITY OF SERBIA:
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Abstract

The 2006 Constitution of the Republic of Serbia was adopted in an
unexpectedly short period of time, in an insufficiently transparent
manner, and, most likely, as a consequence of the reaction to the
dissolution of the State Union of Serbia and Montenegro, at the initiative
of a smaller member of the joint state, that is, Montenegro. The most
important elements of the constitutional formation of the “new” state
formation, which actually strengthened its independence after many
decades of living in multinational states, include the components that
were used by the Constitution of 2006 in order for the key components
of the constitutional order to be self-identified. The mentioned
include, rarely explicitly recognized in the context of comparative
law, the “minority rights”, but also a high level of concern for the full
preservation of territorial integrity, with the Autonomous Province of
Kosovo and Metohija in a particularly important place. Although it is
full of inconsistent and linguistically and stylistically, to say the least,
“surpassable” solutions, the Constitution of Serbia introduces some new,
unexpected elements into the world’s constitutional heritage, contained
in the wording dedicated to the protection of basic rights and freedoms.
The paper examines the central components of the constitutional identity
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created by the constitutional document that has been in force for almost
two decades. Outlines of the constitutional identity of Serbia are also
examined in the context of the content of other comparative legal sources
in the field of constitutional law, as well as earlier constitutional acts in
Serbian history.

Keywords: constitutional identity, constitutionalism in Serbia, the
2006 Constitution of Serbia, constitutional identity of
Serbia, constitutional history of Serbia

INTRODUCTION

On the eve of the 20™ anniversary of the entry into force of the
Constitution of the Republic of Serbia of 2006 (Ustav Republike Srbije
20006), it is necessary to determine to what extent one can speak of the
existence of a separate constitutional identity, created primarily on the
basis of the document’s fext. The view that constitutional identity is
nothing more than the identity of the Constitution is indeed a reflection
of “a very practical approach”, since it is the Constitution itself that
appears as “the most authentic source” of the concept of constitutional
identity (Szente 2022, 7). Since, with its somewhat “dizzying” 206
articles, the 2006 Constitution is among the most extensive supreme
normative acts of states on European soil, it somewhat facilitates the
possibility of determining what the components of the constitutional
identity of the Republic of Serbia (Serbia) would be.

The text of the 2006 Constitution is riddled with numerous
terminological errors and inconsistencies, as if its authors had remarkably
lost focus on many (when it comes to any constitution, without exception,
important) points. This classifies it as a legal (constitutional) document
whose reading is more confusing than it would serve to provide the
desired information on the constitutional reality of Serbia or its socio-
political tendencies. The process of the adoption of this document was
characterized by “inertia and lack of creativity” (Simovi¢ 2019, 805).
Additionally, it seems that the 2006 Constitution was adopted in the
spirit of a trivial political compromise, within which the four largest
political parties at the time tailored the document in a way that each of
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them incorporated something into its text, which was the outcome of a
petty party compromise (Samardzi¢ 2016).'

Based on the above-mentioned, it appears that it is not that
demanding to share a conclusion about the components of the
constitutional identity of Serbia, a country whose Constitution appears
as a defectively integrated patchwork of various particular interests,
based on the daily politics’ logic of do ut des. In addition, Serbian
constitutional scholars appropriately indicated the significant similarities
of the 2006 Constitution with its predecessor, the 1990 Constitution
of the Republic of Serbia (Ustav Republike Srbije 1990). The 2006
Constitution is, therefore, “a kind of ‘general’ (repair) [of the 1990
Constitution] in the topics in which life has surpassed it during [...] the
years of its implementation” (Markovi¢ 2006, 43). However, since the
category of constitutional identity was insufficiently explored during
the period of validity of the 1990 Constitution (especially due to the
simultaneous existence of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, which
was constituted two years later), the need to establish the most reputable
components of the constitutional identity of Serbia, the one created by
the 2006 Constitution, remains to be emphasized.

However, despite these inherent fragilities of the 2006
Constitution, there is space for determining certain key identity points
in its provisions, which have, at least formally, regulated the legal and
political life of Serbia in the last two decades. The paper raises the
question of what can be announced when it comes to determining the
elements of the constitutional identity of Serbia according to the 2006
Constitution. After the first part of the paper, which is dedicated to a
summarized consideration of the concept of constitutional identity in
comparative and domestic constitutional science, the following parts
of the paper present the components of which, in the opinion of the
author of this paper, the constitutional identity of Serbia is comprised.
This, fundamentally, refers to the particular style in which the 2006
Constitution set out the framework for the protection of human rights and
fundamental freedoms, but — in a manner which is, from the comparative
point of view, highly authentic — also the guarantees of minority rights.
In addition, the constitutional identity of Serbia is also based on the (not

' This is the summary of the part of the cited author’s presentation at the conference
of the Serbian Association for Constitutional Law, held on the occasion of the 10th
anniversary of the 2006 Constitution.
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much surprising) constitutionalization of the status of its autonomous
provinces, with a special concentration on the special status of Kosovo
and Metohija within the constitutional order of Serbia. The objective of
the paper is to attempt to contribute to the dialogue on the content of
the constitutional identity of Serbia, as well as to establish a convincing
catalogue of its constituent parts.

ON THE CONSTITUTIONAL IDENTITY

Much has been written about the issue of constitutional identity,
as well as — to a lesser extent — about the constitutional identity of
Serbia. Nevertheless, some authors are convinced that it is still too early
for constitutional identity to be “fully” incorporated in the list of the
components of the conceptual apparatus used by constitutional science.
Perhaps the reason for this lies in the fact that constitutional identity is,
among other things, determined by bearing significant interrelationships
with the determination of the political and institutional identity of any
state.

Some theorists deny the possibility of the concept of constitutional
dignity being constructed at all (Boros 2023, 23). Notwithstanding, a
number of authors allow only that, as an independent constitutional
concept, constitutional identity “does not have a long past” (Szente 2022,
10). It is fittingly pointed out that, as a “relatively mysterious concept”
(Dubout 2010, 453), only a few decades ago, constitutional identity
was “an obscure concept” which attracted the attention of only a small
number of researchers in the field of constitutional science (Tribl 2022,
226). As a “theoretical question that has been upsetting the world’s most
famous names in the field of constitutional law and political science for
decades” (Nikoli¢ 2024), constitutional identity is “a concept that is
largely undefined” (Cvetkovi¢ 2021, 6), which is, “difficult to define”,
but which (nonetheless) can, in the form of a temporary definition, be
described as “the union of general and specific constitutional principles
and values” (Petrov 2017, 13). Similarly, constitutional identity has
become “an all-encompassing term, perhaps as broad as the constitution
itself” (Doyle 2023, 728). After all, seemingly somewhat paradoxically,
“constitutional identity is shaped through debates about constitutional
identity itself” (Boros 2023, 28), which, from the point of view of the
author of this paper, seems like a perfectly valid conclusion. It is useful
to add that “constitutional identity is the identity which is set up by a
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constitution, while pre-constitutional and extra-constitutional identities
are those which exist in a society prior to and/or independent of a
constitution” (Stojanovi¢ i Krcunovi¢ 2025, 51).

On the other hand, according to a number of scholars, the role of
constitutional identity in legal science is not only unquestionable, but
it also occupies a progressively remarkable position. Its importance is
particularly growing with the adoption of new constitutional documents
around the world. In this sense, “since constitutions must define the
political community”, the drafters of the constitution “must look for
elements that can serve to substantiate their common identity” (Van
den Berg 2023, 36), given that constitutional identity serves the “self-
identification” of that same community (Belov 2017, 83). In addition to
strictly normative aspects, constitutional identity also includes certain
aspects which represent philosophical, sociological, and psychological
components (Allezard 2022, 59), as well as constitutional history
(Kruzslicz 2018, 119), which is probably especially true in the case
of Serbia as a state with a relatively long independent constitutional
tradition.

Appearing as a “charter of values” (Chandra 2023, 142, 157),
constitutional identity is “a set of fundamental constitutional provisions”,
which form the “substantial (inviolable, essential) core of the constitution”
(Kucherenko and Klochko 2019, 116), which, in turn, includes “the
inalienable respect of some fundamental principles on which the very
structure of that State is grounded” (Galimberti and Ninatti 2020, 416).
Constitutional identity is “the ‘core’ of the Constitution, its essence,
which, though not immutable, is extremely difficult to change” (Petrov
2021, 9). Based on this definition, a difference is recognized between
the regular provisions of a constitution and “core, or fundamental,
constitutional provisions which are given special status and regarded as
unamendable”, at least according to the usual procedure for amending
the Constitution (Polzin 2016, 412), and the other ones, which are not
distinguished by a particularly high degree of originality, and, in general,
do not contribute to the development of comparative constitutional and
political science.

One of crucial ingredients of constitutional identity, inevitably,
are decisions of constitutional courts, especially in Europe (Allezard
2022; Doyle 2023; Dubout 2010; Puri¢ 2017, 267; Galimberti and
Ninatti 2020; Jovanovi¢ 2011, 10; Kruzslicz 2018, 120; Kucherenko and
Klochko 2019; Petrov 2021; Petrov and Pordevi¢ 2022; Polzin 2016;
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Szente 2022; Scholtes 2020; Stani¢ 2021; Tribl 2022; Cvetkovi¢ 2021;
Chandra 2023). The same goes for other national courts (Belov 2017,
77), but also with legislators, and even other actors “in the public and
private domain” (Jacobsohn 2006, 370). The professional literature also
writes about a sort of misuse of the concept of constitutional identity in
the European Union (EU) (Halmai 2018).

In constitutional theory, a tendency is point at the emergence of “the
populists and authoritarians”, as well as of “the anti-pluralist critiques of
constitutional identity”, who abuse the notion of constitutional identity,
so that certain member states of the EU could avoid the implementation
of their “transnational legal obligations” (Scholtes 2021, 534), thereby
achieving “the authoritarian appropriations of constitutional identity”
(Scholtes 2021, 536). Constitutional identity also has a protective
function, recognized as “the protection of the inviolable core of national
constitutionalism” (Belov 2017, 82), which has a special impact on the
process of strengthening the sense of national identity. The significance
of constitutional identity also lies in the fact that the provisions on which
it is based represent an important factor in the process of constitutional
interpretation (Allezard 2022, 58). This, understandably, brings us back
to the undeniable importance of the activities of constitutional courts in
this regard.

It is equally possible to determine the components of separate
national constitutional identity by observing the arrangements that
exist in individual states. This is especially true for countries with a
deeply established constitutional tradition and constitutions that have
a particularly important comparative influence. Thus, in France, the
central element of constitutional identity is the unitary form of the
state (Allezard 2022, 68), whilst in Germany it is the unquestionable
division of the federal state into its constituent parts (Puri¢ 2015, 103).
In India the function of establishing the corner-stones of the national
constitutional identity is performed by secularism and equality of
citizens, which aimed at abolishing the ancient caste system (Chandra
2023, 159), and in the United States of America the basic feature of
constitutional identity is the immutable republican form of the country’s
constitutional organization (Jacobsohn 2006, 362), which applies both
to the federal state and to all its individual members.

In Serbian constitutional science, there exist certain contributions
to the clarification of the constitutional identity in general, but to
the explanations of the components of the constitutional identity of
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Serbia itself. As it is known to this author, the earliest mention of the
(constitutional) identity of Serbia appeared in 1988, as a result of a
scientific conference held at the University of Belgrade, Faculty of
Law. In the concluding part of the collection of papers presented at
the conference, the organizers determined that, amongst other things,
“without an appropriate organization of the most important forms of
state power” in Serbia, “it is not possible to ensure the identity of the
[Socialist Republic] of Serbia as a sovereign and unitary state with
provinces within its boundaries”, as it was additionally pointed out that
the “unsustainability of the current state organization in the Republic,
from the standpoint of legal theory, comparative law, and legal practice”
exists (Mitrovi¢ i Lubarda 1988, 742). Nonetheless, in accordance with
one author’s view, not earlier than the 2006 Constitution was adopted
should one search for a historical moment which would represent “the
point from which to begin the investigation of the constitutional identity”
of Serbia (Cvetkovi¢ 2021, 15).

Some of the Serbian constitutional scholars have already
highlighted certain elements of Serbia’s constitutional identity, which in
this regard do not necessarily coincide with the conclusions of the author
of this paper. Therefore, Serbia’s constitutional identity consists of: the
constitutional judiciary and the relationship between international and
domestic law (Cvetkovi¢ 2021, 50, 61), the rule of law (Puri¢ 2017, 272),
and, in the context of the 1990 Constitution, the somewhat melodious
style in which that act was written (Petrov 2020, 31). It should be added
that the 1990 Constitution “effectively introduced principal discontinuity
with the communist tradition, introducing liberal democratic values such
as parliamentary democracy, market-oriented economy and respect of
private property” (Stojanovi¢ and Krcunovi¢ 2025, 53).

When it comes to the 2006 Constitution, it, according to one view,
“failed to unite the essential features of Serbia’s constitutional identity
in a relatively consistent manner” (Petrov 2017, 13), which corresponds
to the conclusion that Serbia “still does not have a stable and clearly
defined constitutional identity” (Simovi¢ 2019, 804). On the other
hand, the esteemed Prof. Ratko Markovi¢ “proudly emphasized that
Serbia is a country with its own constitutional identity [...], built over
more than two centuries” and worthy of full attention and care for its
cautious development (Simovi¢ 2024, 79). In addition, “it cannot be said
that the Constitution of 1990 contained strong expressions of Serbia’s
national and historical traditions or identities” (with the exception of the
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reference contained in its Preamble, in accordance with which Serbia
was defined as a “democratic State of the Serbian people”) (Stojanovié¢
and Krcunovi¢ 2025, 53-54).

Following this last conclusion, and with full awareness of the
demanding nature of the researcher’s task, the author of this paper will
attempt to outline certain components of the constitutional identity
of the Republic of Serbia. Since establishing constitutional identity
requires “distinguishing certain provisions that are particularly worthy
of attention” (Dubout 2010, 459), it is important to outline which
prominent features of the 2006 Constitution might be recognized as
Serbia’s particularities in the context of comparative constitutional
law. The fulfillment of this task commences with the establishment of
the identity role of the constitutional framework for the protection and
promotion of human and minority rights.

HUMAN AND MINORITY RIGHTS
AS COMPONENTS OF THE CONSTITUTIONAL
IDENTITY OF THE REPUBLIC OF SERBIA

The first significant component of Serbia’s constitutional identity
may be determined by reading the 2006 Constitution provisions
dedicated to the protection of fundamental rights and freedoms of
individuals. The object of this protection is not limited only to generally
defined “human rights”, but also to particularly regulated and separately
recognized “minority rights”, explicitly guaranteed by the document,
with due regard for all guarantees that Serbia has assumed in this area
from relevant acts of public international law.

It should be noted that in this regard the authors of the 2006
Constitution transferred a large number of related provisions from the
Charter on Human and Minority Rights and Civil Liberties (Povelja o
ljudskim i manjinskim pravima i gradanskim slobodama 2003), adopted
at the level of the former (and short-lived) State Union of Serbia and
Montenegro (SUSM), although formally it was adopted by the former
Federal Assembly, the legislative body of the — now also defunct
— Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. Moreover, given its significant
scope (Ustav Republike Srbije 2006, ¢l. 18-81), the section of the
2006 Constitution dedicated to the protection of human and minority
rights represents an exception in comparative law, when it comes to
its voluminosity. About a third of the text of the 2006 Constitution is
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dedicated to human and minority rights, which places Serbia amongst
the very few constitutions in Europe that, numerically speaking, devote
such attention to this sensitive topic.

The most important provision on this matter imposes the
prohibition of lowering the acquired level of human and minority
rights (Ustav Republike Srbije 20006, ¢l. 20, st. 2). This solution, quite
rare in comparative law, represents a true “protective clause” (Puri¢
2017, 270). It is based on the provision of the Charter, according to
which “attained level of human and minority rights, whether individual
or collective, may not be lowered” (Povelja o ljudskim i manjinskim
pravima i gradanskim slobodama 2003, ¢l. 57, st. 1). In the context of
establishing the protection of fundamental rights as the first component
of the constitutional identity of Serbia, it should be noted that this (or
any comparable or similar) solution is not contained in the Constitution
of Montenegro (Ustav Crne Gore 2007), the former second member of
the Yugoslav federation, i.e., the SUSM.

The special significance of the aforementioned provision of
the 2006 Constitution in the field of constitutional identity lies in the
consequences of its application. Namely, its text (albeit somewhat tacitly)
orders all public authorities (including the judiciary, as the non-political
branch of government) to refrain from adopting legal acts, regulations,
or decisions (or from applying such documents) that could reduce the
obtained level of the protection of fundamental rights, and this, it seems,
is valid “in the long run”, which means that this solution should also
oblige future constitution writers (who could perhaps appear in the near
future). In this way, the prohibition of any regression at the level of
fundamental rights and freedoms is established. Although in practice
it is not undemanding to determine what /evel of acquired rights was
established at the time of adoption of the Constitution, this acquis of the
constitutional order of Serbia opens up space for the adoption of similar
models on a comparative constitutional level. This is especially true for
states whose basic political and legal identification is based precisely on
respect for and protection of fundamental rights and freedoms of citizens
and of human dignity.

In terms of constitutional identity based on the protection
of individual rights, the introduction of the legal profession as a
constitutional category (Ustav Republike Srbije 20006, ¢l. 67, st. 2) is
also remarkable, making Serbia one of the few European countries
in which the provision of legal assistance, at least in principle, is
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regulated at the constitutional level. The intention of the drafters of
the Constitution to comprehensively protect human rights via specific
normative mechanisms is also evidenced by the constitutionalization
of the constitutional complaint (Ustav Republike Srbije 2006, ¢l. 170),
as well as of the institution of the Ombudsman, or the Civic Defender
(Ustav Republike Srbije 2006, ¢l. 138).

In the 2006 Constitution, seven individual (concise and clear)
articles (Ustav Republike Srbije 2006, ¢l. 75-81) are devoted to the
protection of the rights of members of national minorities. It also
contains quite authentic solutions, such as the mention of “equality
of all citizens and ethnic communities in Serbia” (in the text of the
Preamble), which is additionally explicitly guaranteed in terms of
performing public functions and confirmed eligibility of members of
minorities for election to public office (Ustav Republike Srbije 2006,
¢l. 77). The same applies to the decidedness of the authors of the 2006
Constitution to emphasize that “specific regulations and provisional
measures which the Republic of Serbia may introduce in economic,
social, cultural and political life for the purpose of achieving full equality
among members of a national minority and citizens who belong to
the majority” (Ustav Republike Srbije 2006, ¢l. 76, st. 3), as well as
— which is comparatively a very rare example of constitution-drafting
— to claim that in the field of education, culture and information, Serbia
“shall give impetus to the spirit of tolerance and intercultural dialogue,
and undertake efficient measures for enhancement of mutual respect,
understanding and cooperation among all people living on its territory,
regardless of their ethnic, cultural, linguistic or religious identity” (Ustav
Republike Srbije 2006, ¢l. 81). It is correct, therefore, to underline that,
unlike its predecessor, the 2006 Constitution “brings one significant
difference in its Section dedicated to human rights”, and this difference
is contained in providing “the guarantees of minority rights”, whereby
the provisions on the protection of minority rights “represent that part of
the constitution that provides elements of a multicultural constitutional
identity” (Cvetkovi¢ 2021, 50).

Although it abounds in inconsistent and, in terms of linguistics
and style, at the very least, “surpassable” solutions, the 2006 Constitution
also introduced certain new, somewhat unexpected elements into the
global constitutional heritage, which are contained in formulations
dedicated to the protection of fundamental rights and freedoms. The
author of this paper believes that substantive and measured constitutional

34



Viadimir Mikic¢ CONSTITUTIONAL IDENTITY OF SERBIA...

protection of minority rights is a virtuous starting point for creating a
collective constitutional and, more broadly, political identity of Serbia,
regardless of the particular nationality of any of its individual citizens.
This does not necessarily have any bearing on the correct statement
that “the constitutional identity of contemporary Serbia [...] contains a
noticeable acknowledgement of Serbia’s pre-constitutional and extra-
constitutional identities, foremost its national (Serb ethnic) identity”
(Stojanovi¢ and Krcunovi¢ 2025, 56).

AUTONOMY OF PROVINCES AS
PART OF THE CONSTITUTIONAL IDENTITY
OF THE REPUBLIC OF SERBIA

The constitutional status of the two autonomous provinces of
Serbia represents a particularly notable comparative feature of the 2006
Constitution (it was, in fact, transferred to that document from previous
constitutional acts of Serbia, as a member of the former Yugoslav
federations). In this regard, it is important to emphasize that this act set an
exceptionally high level of responsibility for the exhausting preservation
of the territorial integrity of Serbia, with the Autonomous Province of
Kosovo and Metohija (APKiM) holding a particularly important place
in this context.

Like the Republic of Italy or the Kingdom of Spain, Serbia is a
state with an asymmetrical structure of territorial autonomy, because,
unlike is usually the case in comparative constitutional law, autonomy
is based on the existence of only two units of territorial autonomy.
Moreover, a significant part of the state territory (the use of the term
“Central Serbia” should be avoided, as it is reminiscent of unfortunate
solutions adopted during the period of the existence of the former
Socialist Yugoslav state) is not subject to the same constitutional status
enjoyed by the aforementioned units (provinces).

Serbia is one of the few countries in Europe whose Constitution
explicitly links the need for the protection of territorial integrity with a
part of its territory, whether it is a federal unit, a regional unit, or, as in
our case, a territorial autonomy. The 2006 Constitution accords special
attention to the mutual relationship between a unit of territorial autonomy
and the inviolability of the territory of Serbia as an independent and
sovereign state. Namely, the status of the APKiM is explicitly regulated
in a different way from the status of the Autonomous Province of
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Vojvodina (APV), since the latter enjoys “substantial autonomy” (Ustav
Republike Srbije 2006, st. 2 preambule i ¢l. 182, st. 2).

The constitutional phrase “substantial autonomy” is transplanted
from the United Nations Security Council Resolution No. 1244 (UNSC,
S/RES/1244), adopted on June 10, 1999 (UNSC, S/RES/1244, Preamble,
Art. 10-11, pt. “a”, and Annex 2, Para. 5). The Resolution employs
exactly the term substantial autonomy (une autonomie substantielle;
cyuecmeernas agmorHomus, una autonomia sustancial) in the above-
mentioned places. Elsewhere in the Resolution (UNSC, S/RES/1244,
Annex 1, pt. 5, and Annex 2, Para. 8), it refers to “substantial self-
government for Kosovo” (cmenens camoynpasnenus ons Kocogo; un
gobierno autonomo sustancial para Kosovo), which is most likely
just a synonym for the term “substantial autonomy”.? On the other
hand, the 2006 Constitution does not provide any such guarantee of
autonomy for the other autonomous provinces. Thus, “all provisions of
the Constitution on territorial autonomy actually apply only to [APV],
because the Constitution provided that [APKiM] enjoys substantial
autonomy” (Cvetkovi¢ 2021, 54).

It is not out of place to point out the weaknesses of the deceptive
thesis that can sometimes be heard in the Serbian public, in accordance
with which the constitutional guarantees of preserving the APKiM
within the framework of Serbia can only be found in the Preamble of
the 2006 Constitution. It is quite the opposite. Although it is indisputably
mentioned in the Preamble, the APKiM also finds its place in the
provision dedicated to the need to adopt a special (constitutional) law
by which the essential autonomy of the APKiM within the constitutional
order of Serbia would be regulated. Specifically, this model of autonomy
“shall be regulated by the special law that shall be adopted in compliance
with the proceedings envisaged for amending the Constitution” (Ustav
Republike Srbije 2006, ¢l. 182, st. 2). According to the logic that arises
from the procedure prescribed for its adoption, a law thus adopted must
have a legal status equal to the other provisions of the 2006 Constitution
itself.

The APKiM is also mentioned in the text of the oath taken by
the President of the Republic upon assuming office. In it, he, at the first
place, undertakes to protect the territorial integrity of Serbia, including,

2 TItis interesting that at this point in the Resolution, in its French version, the phrase

“substantial autonomy” (une autonomie substantielle) reappears.

36



Viadimir Mikic¢ CONSTITUTIONAL IDENTITY OF SERBIA...

explicitly, the APKiM as its integral part (Ustav Republike Srbije 2006,
¢l. 114, st. 2). In light of the above-mentioned, one may conclude
that the autonomy of the APV “is not an unquestionable component
of the constitutional identity of the Republic of Serbia, and it should
undoubtedly not become one, due to its proven disintegrative effect on
the political system” (Simovi¢ 2019, 827). These words could lead to
the formulation of the position that, unlike the status of the APV, the
constitutional position of the APKiM indicates that the constitutional
provisions dedicated zo it contain components that would be helpful
in determining the content of the constitutional identity of Serbia. Of
course, this attitude is supported by the author of this paper, who does
not wish to attribute similar conclusions to other researchers.

It is correct to conclude that the Preamble of the 2006 Constitution
“represents a very important part in determining and understanding
constitutional identity”, and, hence, it is not possible to “bypass the
Preamble in the analysis of constitutional identity” (Cvetkovi¢ 2021,
20, 21). This does not decrease the significance of the thesis that
“the concept of substantial autonomy of Kosovo and Metohija was
introduced where it it is the least appropriate, in the ‘preface’ to the
Constitution”, since it would have been better that the “solution from the
1990 Constitution was retained”; as the result, the Preamble of the 2006
Constitution became “anti-identiterian” (Petrov 2017, 22-23). Certainly,
the Preamble of the 2006 Constitution. indisputably “has a normative
function, because it emphasizes the constitutional obligation of all state
authorities to represent and protect the state interests of Serbia in Kosovo
and Metohija”, especially since it (i. e., the Preamble) “is subject to
a more complicated revision procedure, because it involves holding a
referendum” (Simovi¢ 2020, 190).

It is imaginable that one of the main motives for the formulation of
the provisions of the 2006 Constitution (and perhaps even of the whole
document as such) was contained in the need to emphasize, in extremely
sensitive international and regional circumstances, the indisputable
status of the APKiM as Serbia’s integral part. Such an impulse by the
authors of the Constitution would certainly have points of contact with
the thesis, which appears to be quite acceptable, that “each constitution
introduces a set of values and ideas which it wants to implement into
reality” (Stojanovi¢ and Krcunovi¢ 2025, 52). This is notably important
if one takes into account that constitutional identity also serves as one of
the “legitimation strategies” (Belov 2017, 73), especially if we (probably
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not, although perhaps unfoundedly) assume that drafters of the 2006
Constitution potentially sought to strategically position the issue of the
foreseeable status of the APKiM in a timely manner as a topic that can be
resolved exclusively within the framework of the internal organization
of Serbia. In this manner, the identification of the constitutional moment
(of 2006) with the need to emphasize the preservation of the APKiM
within Serbia’s legal and political framework would occur in such a
way that the concern for the APKiM as a threatened (and temporarily
alienated) part of Serbia would be assessed as a kind of “conscience”
of the 2006 Constitution, and the primary reason for its adoption (as the
first independent Constitution of a sovereign Serbian state since 1903).

Having “wandered” for a little over a century within the framework
of constitutional association with other nations in the territory of the
former Yugoslavia(s), it is conceivable that Serbia in 2006 attempted
to emphasize the inseparability of its provinces from the state territory,
as a central element of Serbia’s own constitutional identification (with
special reference to the APKiM in this context). This is especially
verifiable due to the fact that several years before the adoption of the
2006 Constitution, Serbia lost effective mechanisms for exercising state
powers in the territory of the APKiM. This hypothesis is supported
by the insufficiently successful historical patterns for resolving the
constitutional status of the territory of Kosovo and Metohija, precisely
in the period starting from its (re)integration into the legal and political
order of Serbia, a little over a century ago.

INSTEAD OF A CONCLUSION

To write about a coherent constitutional identity of Serbia is not
without difficulties. This is due to the fact that the text of the 2006
Constitution was adopted abruptly, without (sufficient or, rather, any)
observation by the informed public within expert forums, and in a
manner that resulted in a — without any doubt — significantly improvable
final text of the document by which the life of the political community
of the country has been navigated through the last 20 years. However,
although constitutional identity represents a fresh, very contemporary
constitutional theoretical concept, it is necessary to cautiously investigate
whether — and in which ways — Serbia can be included in the society
of states that form an established constitutional identity and certain
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particular achievements in terms of improving the scope of constitutional
regulation.

If the constitutional identity of a state is defined — quite broadly
— as the constitutional self-definition of a given political community,
according to the findings of the author of this paper, in terms of the
constitutional order of Serbia established by its 2006 Constitution, its
basic components include a particularly well-established concept of
the protection of human and minority rights, as well as the autonomy
of its two provinces — Vojvodina and Kosovo and Metohija — within
the framework which guarantees Serbia’s territorial integrity and
unquestionable sovereignty. Although the issue of constitutional identity
in theory has not been clarified sufficiently reliably (and in terms of
contemporary constitutionality in Serbia, it represents a noticeably
unexplored topic), there is a need to invest further research efforts in
determining the elements of the constitutional identity of Serbia. The
author of this paper has attempted to contribute to settling the collection
of constituent parts of the constitutional identity created by the provisions
of the 2006 Constitution.

According to the conclusions of the paper, the focal points
of Serbia’s constitutional identity are the manner of constitutional
regulation of human and minority rights, as well as the special status
recognized by the 2006 Constitution for units of territorial autonomy
(Serbia’s two autonomous provinces), with particular reference to the
distinction between the provinces, taking into account the fundamental
interest of the drafters of the Constitution in emphasizing the special
constitutional position of the southern Serbian province.
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Abstract

Compulsory voting is defended as the most effective institutional
mechanism for ensuring high turnout in response to the problem of
insufficient participation in democratic elections. Although arguments
in favor of this practice implicitly rely on assumptions about knowledge,
competence, or the quality of democratic decision-making, the epistemic
dimension of compulsory voting has so far not been examined in a
systematic way. This paper analyzes how epistemic considerations enter
existing normative arguments in favor of compulsory voting: arguments
based on rights and duties, arguments concerning democratic legitimacy,
and consequentialist arguments. It examines both the scope and the
limits of epistemic justification for compulsory voting, as well as some
explicitly epistemic objections to the practice. The paper addresses
the question of whether compulsory voting can be defended on purely
epistemic grounds and concludes that, although the epistemic approach
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plays an important role in its defense, it is not sufficient on its own to
justify compulsory voting.

Keywords: voting, compulsory voting, democracy, epistemic
democracy, participation, democratic legitimacy

INTRODUCTION

High turnout is commonly regarded as a desirable feature of
democratic decision-making. Virtually all democratic theories view
broad participation as one of the ideals of democracy, although they
justify it in different ways, linking it to political equality, democratic
legitimacy, civic duties, collective rationality, or the quality of collective
decisions (Katz 1997, 243-244). However, in many contemporary
democracies, participation is far from universal, and it has also declined
significantly compared to two decades ago (OECD 2024). For many
democratic theorists, this is a cause for concern. Low turnout calls
democratic legitimacy into question, gives disproportionately greater
influence to social groups that vote more frequently, and signals that
future generations may be even less interested in participating in the
electoral process (Hill 2014; Lever 2010; Lijphart 1997). One possible
solution to this problem lies in institutionalizing the practice of
compulsory voting.

Compulsory voting can be defined as a legal obligation to appear
at the polling station on election day (Birch 2008, 2). Despite the name,
this practice does not impose a duty to actually cast a vote. In countries
where such a law exists, voters are allowed to submit blank or invalid
ballots, and in some cases, they are not even required to accept a ballot
at all (Lijphart 1997, 2). What is compulsory, then, is attendance at
the polling station, while con-compliance is met with more or less
strict sanctions (Birch 2008, 7-10). Nevertheless, data show that in the
vast majority of cases, where citizens are required to appear at polling
stations, they do indeed vote, and the proportion of uncast, invalid,
or blank ballots is extremely low (Hill 2014, 116). For this reason,
proponents of compulsory voting emphasize that it is the most effective
measure for increasing turnout, far more effective than measures based
on voluntary voting.
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Normative arguments for and against compulsory voting usually
approach this issue from the standpoint of individual rights and duties,
questions of democratic legitimacy, or the expected consequences of
such a practice. In this paper, we approach the debate from a different
angle, focusing on its epistemic dimension. By “epistemic”, this paper
refers to considerations concerning political knowledge, beliefs, voter
competence, and the reliability of decision-making processes. An
epistemic perspective on compulsory voting, in this sense, does not
denote a single, unified theory, but rather a way of evaluating democratic
institutions and practices in terms of how they affect the quality of
political judgment and the outcomes of collective decision-making. This
includes questions about whether citizens possess sufficient knowledge
to participate responsibly, whether democratic procedures tend to
produce correct decisions, and whether institutional arrangements can
improve or undermine these capacities.

While contemporary literature examines the epistemic dimension
of democracy, focusing, for example, on the reliability of majority
rule, the role of political knowledge, and the responsibilities of voters
(Estlund 2008; Goodin and Spiekermann 2018; Landemore 2013),
these insights have not yet been systematically integrated into debates
on compulsory voting. Normative arguments concerning compulsory
voting often rely, implicitly or explicitly, on assumptions about voters’
competence, the informational role of elections, and the conditions
under which democratic decisions can be considered reliable. The aim
of this paper is to make these epistemic assumptions explicit and to
assess their role in justifying compulsory voting. Before assessing a
standalone epistemic argument for compulsory voting, we examine how
epistemic considerations operate within existing normative arguments
and what their implications are. In doing so, we offer a more systematic
account of the epistemic dimension of compulsory voting and clarify
both its justificatory potential and its limits. The central claim is that,
although epistemic considerations can strengthen familiar arguments
in favor of compulsory voting, they cannot by themselves provide a
sufficient justification for the practice.
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NORMATIVE ARGUMENTS FOR
COMPULSORY VOTING

The main normative debates about compulsory voting can be
grouped into three broad categories (Birch 2008, 40): (1) arguments
focused on questions of individual duties and rights; (2) arguments
concerned with collective rationality and the legitimacy of democratic
decision-making; (3) arguments that appeal to the consequences expected
to follow from mandatory participation. These categories sometimes
overlap, but distinguishing them clarifies the most common strategies
of justifying compulsory voting. Although these debates are not usually
framed in epistemic terms, they frequently rely on assumptions about
knowledge, competence, and decision-making quality. Making these
assumptions explicit is the central contribution of this paper. Before
turning to epistemic considerations, the following section outlines the
core non-epistemic versions of these arguments.

The first category concerns individual duties and rights.
Arguments in this category address whether voting is a moral obligation
of citizenship, whether such an obligation may legitimately be enforced,
and how such enforcement relates to political rights. On the duty side,
voting is treated as a civic obligation arising from citizens’ membership
in, and ongoing benefits from, democratic institutions (Katz 1997,
243). As such, it may be legitimately enforced, much like other socially
necessary obligations such as taxation or military service (Birch 2008,
42; Lijphart 1997, 11).! By contrast, rights-based discussions focus
on whether compulsory voting violates a right not to participate in
a democratic process (Katz 1997, 244). Critics argue that enforced
turnout violates individual autonomy and freedom of conscience, even
when sanctions are minimal (Brennan 2014, 9). The debate thus often
turns on whether voting is best understood as a civic obligation or a

The idea that citizens are under a moral obligation to vote is widely assumed in
both normative and empirical analyses of electoral participation (Feitosa and Galais
2020), and has a prominent role in rational choice models that invoke a perceived
sense of duty to explain turnout that would otherwise appear irrational (Riker and
Ordeshook 1968). Critics of this idea, however, claim that the mere act of voting
is such an undemanding form of political engagement that it cannot plausibly be
regarded as a significant form of civic virtue (Lomasky and Brennan 2000, 82—-83).
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personal liberty (Abraham 1955, 6), and whether its legal enforcement
is compatible with liberal democratic values (Wertheimer 1975, 277).2

The second category focuses on collective rationality and
democratic legitimacy. Where turnout is low, electoral outcomes may
plausibly be said to reflect the will of only a fraction of the electorate,
which raises doubts about the legitimacy of representative institutions
and the laws they enact (Lijphart 1997, 2). From this perspective,
compulsory voting can be viewed as a necessary (albeit insufficient)
means of achieving true representation and, consequently, democratic
legitimacy. This argument has two main components. First, compulsory
voting is seen as a response to the collective action problem (Hill
2014, 192; Lijphart 1997, 11). Since electoral participation produces a
public good, individuals have incentives to free-ride, which may justify
coercion to ensure fair contribution (Katz 1997, 243; Wertheimer 1975,
278).% Second, full participation is taken to be a necessary condition
for democratic legitimacy, insofar as it ensures that collective decisions
reflect the views of the electorate as a whole (Birch 2008, 47—48; Hill
2014, 126-127).4

Some critics deny that there is a right not to vote, or, more precisely, argue that
the right to vote should be understood as a positive political right that does not
entail a correlative negative right to abstain. According to this view, the existence
of a legally protected entitlement to participate in elections does not imply that
citizens have a claim against the state not to be required to participate under certain
conditions (Lardy 2004). Interpreted in this way, compulsory voting is taken not to
infringe political liberties, especially when voters have the option of casting blank
or spoilt ballots (Birch 2008, 43).

This problem resembles the classic problem of the rational voter (Downs 1957),
but it has one important difference. Whereas the paradox of the rational voter arises
from the fact that the influence of an individual voter is exceedingly small, making
it irrational to incur the costs of voting, the problem emphasized here is that it is
not rational for an individual voter to participate in decision-making, since they can
enjoy the benefits of democratic institutions even as an abstainer.

*  There are multiple criticisms of this line of argument. Jason Brennan remarks that
the legitimacy argument misses its target since it implies that any government that
didn’t emerge as a result of full participation must be illegitimate, which would in
turn render illegitimate any compulsory voting law imposed by such a government
(Brennan 2014, 29-30). Such a criticism can be answered with a claim that there are
different levels of legitimacy, and that higher turnout makes democratic decisions
more legitimate (Hill 2014, 126), which does not mean that decisions made without
full participation lack legitimacy altogether. A more substantial challenge holds that
there is no clear correlation between turnout and legitimacy, since voting is only one
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The third category consists of consequentialist, or outcome-
based, arguments. One line of reasoning holds that compulsory voting
raises citizens’ awareness and increases their interest in politics and
public life (Birch 2008, 49; Lardy 2004, 314-316; Lijphart 1997, 10).
Another emphasizes its potential to improve the quality of democratic
decision-making, for example by reducing inequalities in participation
or producing policies that better reflect the interests of the broader
population (Hill 2014, 197; Lijphart 1997, 10). At the same time, critics
point to possible negative effects, including increased administrative
costs, resentment toward coercion, or a decline in decision quality if less
informed citizens are compelled to vote (Abraham 1955, 8-9; Brennan
2014, 92; Katz 1997, 245).

EPISTEMIC DIMENSION OF
COMPULSORY VOTING

In the previous section, we distinguished between three
main normative arguments in favor of compulsory voting, without
highlighting their epistemic assumptions. In this section, we make those
assumptions explicit. Rather than introducing a separate and independent
epistemic argument, this section explores how epistemic considerations
support, and at times complicate, arguments within existing normative
frameworks. This perspective is important because arguments about
compulsory voting do not only concern who participates, but also how
well democratic decisions are made. Existing approaches typically
address this only indirectly, without systematically examining the
assumptions they make about voters’ knowledge and competences, and
the reliability of collective decision-making. By making these epistemic
assumptions explicit, we clarify the structure of existing arguments and
reveal both their strengths and their limitations.

form of political participation, and not necessarily the most important one (Lever
2010, 908-909). Moreover, if there is a widespread opposition to compulsory
voting, it may lead some of the otherwise abstaining citizens to vote randomly,
which could in turn undermine the legitimacy of democratic decision-making (Katz
1997, 245).
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Epistemic Elements in Rights-and-Duties Arguments

Even though arguments for compulsory voting grounded
in individual duties and rights are usually based on the claim that
citizens have a moral obligation to vote, they implicitly raise further
questions about the quality of electoral participation. From an epistemic
perspective, the normative issue is not exhausted by asking whether
citizens should vote at all; rather, it shifts toward the question of sow
citizens should vote. This shift presupposes that voting can be evaluated
as better or worse, an assumption central to an epistemic conception of
democracy, according to which votes are understood as expressions of
beliefs about the correctness of political decisions (Cohen 1986, 34).5

Within the epistemic approach, voting is not merely a matter
of expressing preferences or fulfilling a formal civic requirement,
but an activity that, if performed irresponsibly, could harm the entire
collective. Some critics of unrestricted electoral participation argue
that, in fact, citizens have a negative duty not to vote when doing so
would foreseeably contribute to unjust outcomes, or elect bad policies
or candidates. According to this position, participation in collective
decision-making carries moral risks, and individuals are required
to refrain from voting unless they meet certain standards of political
competence (Brennan 2011b, 71-72). However, this view also holds
that if citizens decide to vote despite these risks, they incur a further
obligation to vote competently — that is, to make their electoral choices
in an informed and responsible manner (Brennan 2011b, 69).

Other theorists reject the claim that citizens have a duty to abstain,
but nevertheless endorse the idea that electoral participation is subject
to constraints on knowledge and competence. On this account, citizens
are understood to have a positive duty to vote, grounded in the idea
that they have not only a civic obligation to participate in a democratic
process, but also an obligation to possess sufficient political knowledge

> What it means to “vote well” is itself a contested question. In the literature,
epistemic standards for voting range from minimal requirements — such as basic
political knowledge (Lau and Redlawsk 2006) or avoidance of demonstrably false
beliefs (Brennan 2011b) — to more demanding accounts that emphasize informed
deliberation (Cohen 2005), responsiveness to evidence (Goldman 1999a), or
orientation toward the common good (Landemore 2013). In this paper, we take a
neutral stance towards these accounts and focus instead on the shared assumption
that votes can be epistemically better or worse.
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that makes them vote competently, as votes cast without adequate
justification can undermine democratic decision-making itself. In other
words, this duty is not limited to mere turnout, but includes an obligation
to vote well (Klijnman 2021, 91-92; Maskivker 2016, 15-16; Goldman
19990b, 209). Electoral participation is thus treated as morally correct
only insofar as it is exercised with regard for relevant evidence and
possible consequences of one’s vote. This view, therefore, converges
with the negative-duty argument on the informational demands that are
placed on voters, but diverges sharply on whether abstinence is, in some
cases, the primary requirement.®

When applied to the question of compulsory voting, this
epistemic reframing both strengthens and complicates the case for
legal enforcement of the practice. On the one hand, compulsory voting
can be defended not simply as a means to increase turnout, but as a
mechanism that guarantees responsible participation. If citizens have a
duty not merely to vote, but to vote well, then compulsory voting may be
justified as a way of institutionalizing this duty and signaling the moral
seriousness of electoral decisions. On this interpretation, compulsion
becomes a means of reinforcing citizens’ responsibility for the collective
outcomes to which their votes contribute. Versions of this claim are
advanced, more or less explicitly, by several proponents of compulsory
voting (Abraham 1955, 6; Hill 2014, 170-171; Lijphart 1997, 10).

On the other hand, this line of argument raises a significant
difficulty. If the justification for compulsory voting rests on demanding
standards of competence, it may impose obligations that many citizens
are unable, even if they are willing, to satisfy. In such cases, legal
compulsion risks forcing individuals to participate in an activity that
they lack the capacity to perform responsibly (Brennan 2014, 89-90;
Lardy 2004, 314-315). This remark reveals a problem at the heart of this
version of the rights-and-duties argument: the more strongly compulsory
voting is justified by appeal to the duty to vote well, the more vulnerable
it becomes to objections about excessive informational burdens and
unequal capacities among citizens themselves.

Epistemic accounts of voting differ not only over the content of demands placed
on citizens but also over whether and to what extent failures to meet such demands
generate moral blameworthiness. Some views assign degrees of responsibility
to abstainers, and to voters as well, in cases of bad outcomes (Goldman 1999b),
while others reject such responsibility (Lever 2010). The present argument does not
depend on resolving this dispute.
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Epistemic Elements in Legitimacy and Collective
Rationality Arguments

Arguments in favor of compulsory voting that appeal to
democratic legitimacy and collective rationality can also be formulated
in epistemic terms. As we have seen, these arguments emphasize that
low turnout undermines the legitimacy of democratic decisions insofar
as it allows collective outcomes to depend on an insufficiently large and
insufficiently representative subset of the electorate. Once epistemic
considerations are added, low turnout ceases to be problematic merely
from the standpoint of procedural fairness; instead, it also calls into
question the presumed tendency of democratic decision-making to
produce correct or reliable outcomes.

The implications of this epistemic reframing become even more
pronounced when one takes into account the view sometimes referred
to as correctness theories of democracy, which states that democratic
decisions are legitimate because they constitute correct answers to
political questions (Estlund 2008, 99).” Although most proponents of
the epistemic approach to democracy do not endorse the radical claim
that democratic legitimacy depends exclusively on correctness, for most
of them, legitimacy is nevertheless closely connected to the quality of
collective decision-making (Cohen 1986; Goodin and Spiekermann
2018; Landemore 2013). From this perspective, high turnout matters
not only because participation reflects political equality or popular
sovereignty, but also because broad participation positively affects the
probability of selecting correct options.

The most influential arguments in support of this claim appeal to
probabilistic models of collective decision-making, the best known of
which is the Condorcet Jury Theorem (Goodin and Spiekermann 2018,

7 Correctness theories represent the most demanding approach to the study of
democracy in terms of the demands placed on citizens’ knowledge and judgment
(Kelly 2012). For proponents of this approach, democratic decisions are legitimate
if and only if they are correct. A classical formulation of this view can be attributed
to Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s claim that the general will is infallible (Rousseau [1762]
1997, 11.3). Although the term “correctness theories” was introduced by David
Estlund, he himself rejects this position and defends a more epistemically modest
theory according to which democratic procedures are legitimate only insofar as
they lead to correct outcomes with a probability greater than random (Estlund 2008,
107).
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17-22). Roughly speaking, these models show that if individual voters
are more likely to choose the correct rather than the incorrect option, then
increasing the number of voters raises the probability that the majority
will select the correct option. When applied to democratic decision-
making, such models point to the conclusion that large electorates can
reliably produce correct outcomes. And if democratic legitimacy is
closely tied to correctness, then the systematic absence of high turnout
is problematic not only for the representativeness of the electorate, but
also for its decision-making capacity.

High voter turnout is also regarded as a precondition of democratic
legitimacy for an additional reason, namely, because it guarantees the
representation of the entire population at the polls. Compulsory voting
is therefore defended as a mechanism that ensures that the perspectives
of all existing demographic groups are taken into account in democratic
decision-making (Brennan 2014, 34). This line of argument likewise
has a significant epistemic dimension. The value of participation here
lies not only in the size of the group involved in decision-making, but
also in the diversity of perspectives, information, and approaches to
political problems (Landemore 2013, 97-98). Theorists of epistemic
democracy commonly appeal to a model that demonstrates that groups
with greater internal diversity consistently outperform homogeneous
groups composed of individually most competent members (Hong and
Page 2004). From this point of view, compulsory voting may be justified
in these terms insofar as it prevents the systematic exclusion of various
perspectives from the process of public discussion and democratic
decision-making.

Lastly, as we have seen, compulsory voting is sometimes defended
as an effective means of overcoming the collective action problem
(Lijphart 1997, 11). Democratic decision-making produces public goods
from which all citizens benefit, yet individual voters have little incentive
to contribute, since they enjoy these benefits even when they do not
participate. Compulsion is thus defended on the basis of fairness or
reciprocity. When combined with epistemic considerations, however, this
line of reasoning gains additional force. When citizens abstain, they do
not merely benefit from a public good; they also withhold information,
judgments, and perspectives that are needed to produce the said public
good. This suggests that compulsory voting can be justified not only as a
fair distribution of participatory burdens, but also as a means of securing
the informational inputs required for reliable collective decisions.
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The Epistemic Elements in Consequentialist Arguments

Rather than assessing compulsory voting only in terms of
aggregate effects, such as higher turnout or improved representativeness,
the epistemic approach places emphasis on the impact it has on the
quality of democratic decisions and on the epistemic capacities of
citizens themselves. For this reason, consequentialist arguments in
favor of compulsory voting can, more naturally than other forms of
argumentation, be connected to considerations about knowledge and
decision quality. This approach can complement consequentialist
arguments for compulsory voting, but it can also reinforce them by
providing additional reasons.

We have seen that one argument in favor of compulsory voting
is that this practice may improve the quality of democratically made
decisions. This line of reasoning builds on epistemic approaches to
democracy, both those that view democratic institutions as instruments
for producing correct political decisions and those that emphasize the
quality of public discussion. From this perspective, higher turnout
and improved representativeness possess not only procedural but also
an instrumental value. Nevertheless, as previously noted, different
categories of arguments in favor of compulsory voting cannot always
be clearly distinguished, and there is therefore a certain overlap here
between the epistemic approach to consequentialist arguments and
arguments from democratic legitimacy. For this reason, we will not
further pursue the claim that compulsory voting positively affects
the quality of democratic decision-making and will threat the point
of intersection between consequentialist and epistemic arguments as
already addressed.

Instead, we will focus on a second consequentialist argument,
namely that compulsory voting can generate epistemic benefits for
citizens themselves. Compulsory voting may encourage citizens to
acquire basic political knowledge, to participate in public discussions,
and to develop the habits required for informed political reasoning (Hill
2014, 182; Lardy 2004, 315-316; Lijphart 1997, 10). The significance
of these effects lies in the fact that they enhance citizens’ capacities
to understand political decision-making, that is, to assess reasons,
evidence, and competing claims concerning political decisions. The
epistemic value of participation, therefore, does not lie solely in the act
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of voting itself, but also in the preparatory and accompanying processes
that voting requires (Birch 2008, 47; Wertheimer 1975, 292).

The idea that participation can yield epistemic benefits finds
support in John Stuart Mill’s view, which in this context can be
characterized as a form of epistemic liberalism (Landemore 2013,
76). According to this view, excluding citizens from the process of
democratic decision-making would amount to depriving them of their
intellectual and moral capacities (Mill [1861] 2001, 51-52). Although
Mill advanced this argument in support of universal suffrage, and he
likely would not have endorsed coercion, contemporary proponents of
compulsory voting appeal precisely to the educative character of voting
and regard compulsory voting as a natural extension of arguments in
favor of universal suffrage (Lijphart 1997, 11).

In addition to quantitatively improving political knowledge,
compulsory voting may yield further benefits insofar as it exposes
citizens to perspectives that would typically be unavailable to them.
When participation is sufficiently broad and not concentrated among
politically motivated or socially privileged groups, citizens may
encounter arguments or viewpoints to which they would otherwise
remain unexposed. The benefits of compulsory voting thus lie not
merely in increasing the number of voters, but also in ensuring the
heterogeneity of participants in democratic decision-making. Diversity
of perspectives plays a role in eliminating biases, as well as in creating
favorable conditions for deliberation and for the confrontation of
opposing viewpoints (Landemore 2013, 92-94).

Nevertheless, just as consequentialist arguments in favor of
compulsory voting, understood broadly, may be met with the general
objection that this practice can produce negative consequences, such
arguments, insofar as they concern knowledge and decision quality,
may be criticized on the grounds that compulsory voting could have
epistemically detrimental effects (Brennan 2014, 92; Katz 1997, 245).
These and similar objections against compulsory voting will be the
subject of the following section.
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EPISTEMIC LIMITS

The preceding sections have shown that the main normative
arguments for compulsory voting — whether they appeal to duties,
democratic legitimacy, or positive consequences — are not free of
epistemic considerations. In each of these arguments, claims that
participation ought to be made mandatory implicitly rely on assumptions
about citizens’ beliefs, their competencies, and the quality of democratic
decisions. In this section, we turn to the limits of epistemic defenses of
compulsory voting by examining a set of objections that can be raised
against this practice, as well as by considering whether compulsory
voting can be justified on purely epistemic grounds. The objections
discussed here are not typically aimed at compulsory voting as such;
rather, they originate in the broader literature on epistemic democracy
and voting. They are presented in reconstructed form in order to assess
their implications for compulsory voting.

The first counterargument targets the claim that democratic
legitimacy requires mass participation. As we have seen, epistemic
conceptions of democracy often appeal to probabilistic models that
show that large groups of voters are highly likely to arrive at correct
decisions (Goodin and Spiekermann 2018). Nevertheless, while from
this perspective every additional voter may be welcome, it does not
follow that full participation is necessary in order to achieve good
outcomes. Formally speaking, each additional voter contributes to the
probability of selecting the correct option, but not to an equal degree. In
fact, as the number of voters increases, the marginal contribution of each
additional voter begins to decline rapidly. Beyond a certain point, what
may be called the optimal number of voters, the probability of selecting
the correct option is so close to certainty that including additional voters
contributes virtually nothing, while still imposing certain costs (Brennan
2011a, 56-57). From this point of view, compulsory voting may appear
epistemically unnecessary since the correctness of a decision can be
reliably achieved even at relatively modest levels of turnout. If this
objection is sound, then epistemic arguments for compulsory voting
that rest on the claim that correctness is necessary for legitimacy are
significantly weakened, because one of their premises — that democratic
decisions require mass participation in order to be on the right track — is
simply false.
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The second counterargument goes a step further by showing that
all the epistemic benefits typically attributed to compulsory voting could
be achieved through the introduction of a cheaper and non-coercive
alternative, not only to compulsory voting, but to voting in general.
Instead of requiring all citizens to participate, democratic decision-
making could be replaced by voting lotteries: a system in which a certain
number of voters are randomly selected from the electorate and granted
the right to vote in a given electoral cycle — potentially with some form
of financial compensation (Brennan 2014, 36). Such a mechanism
would not, in principle, violate the values of democratic equality, since
all citizens would have an equal probability of being selected, and the
number of “lottery winners” could correspond to the optimal number
of voters required to surpass the epistemic threshold that guarantees
correctness. From an epistemic perspective, this proposal may appear
attractive: if the group is sufficiently large, it satisfies the conditions
posited by probabilistic models, and since it is randomly selected, it
constitutes a representative sample of citizens that reflects their internal
diversity. Moreover, the collective action problem is also neutralized,
since participation is rewarded and no one is forced to vote against their
will. If these advantages of voting lotteries are realized, compulsory
voting may, on this view, appear epistemically redundant, as all of its
purported benefits could be achieved without coercion.

The third counterargument challenges an assumption shared by
many attempts to provide an epistemic grounding for democracy, namely
that citizens are sufficiently competent to participate in political decision-
making. What if, on the contrary, many citizens lack political knowledge,
rely on misinformation and prejudice, and vote in systematically
misguided ways (Brennan 2016, 4-6)? In that case, large electorates
constitute an epistemic obstacle rather than an advantage. Furthermore,
abstention is not thought to be random, but is often practiced precisely
by those citizens who recognize their own lack of competence (Birch
2008, 48—49). If this is correct, compulsory voting carries the risk of
allowing political decisions to be driven by those citizens who are least
informed about their consequences.® From this perspective, compulsory

Brennan illustrates this point by citing a series of studies that indicate the degree of
political unawareness of the average American voter, and by drawing an analogy
between compulsory voting and “forcing drunk people to drive.” Nevertheless,
he treats this widespread ignorance as an expected consequence of the nature of
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voting is taken to be not only epistemically unnecessary, but potentially
harmful (Abraham 1955, 21).

Taken together, these objections pose a significant challenge to
epistemic arguments in favor of compulsory voting. In what follows, we
respond to these challenges from within the same general framework. We
argue that these objections share a common assumption: that compulsory
voting affects only the number of voters at the polls, while leaving the
voters themselves unchanged. Yet, as we have seen, many arguments in
favor of compulsory voting hold that this practice has dynamic effects
on citizens’ motivation and political knowledge, by actively improving
them (Hill 2014, 182; Lijphart 1997, 10). If proponents of compulsory
voting are correct in this respect, then its epistemic value cannot be
measured solely in terms of a simple increase in turnout.

In this way, the counterargument concerning the optimal number
of voters partially loses its force. Even if relatively small groups of
voters (at least when compared to the size of the overall electorate
in many contemporary democracies) are sufficient to guarantee the
selection of correct options, compulsory voting may still be epistemically
desirable if it has an educational character that positively affects the
entire electorate over time. Similarly, the argument for voting lotteries
assumes that the randomly selected group of citizens either already
possesses, or will acquire during the electoral process, the knowledge
necessary for responsible participation. If compulsory voting produces
such an effect across the population as a whole, then from an epistemic
perspective, it becomes preferable to lotteries, which would educate
only a relatively small number of voters. Finally, the objection that many
voters lack sufficient competence can also be turned in the opposite
direction: if many citizens do not possess the capacities required to vote
well, compulsory voting may prove to be a mechanism that encourages
the development of precisely those capacities, rather than one that
foregrounds incompetence.

This naturally leads us to the following question: Can compulsory
voting be defended on purely epistemic grounds? Such a defense
would, on this reconstruction, combine all the epistemic elements of

democratic decision-making. For most voters, acquiring political knowledge is
simply not a rational course of action, since the probability that such knowledge
will yield concrete benefits — namely, that their individual vote will be the one that
decides an election — is negligibly small (Brennan 2014, 89-90).
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the argument presented in this paper: (1) citizens have a duty to vote
well; (2) a sufficiently large and representative electorate is necessary
for democratic decisions to count as legitimate; and (3) compulsory
participation has a positive effect on citizens’ political knowledge and the
epistemic environment of democratic institutions. Taken together, these
claims amount to a comprehensive epistemic defense of compulsory
voting.

Nevertheless, we suggest that this approach faces a serious
difficulty, as it appears to rely on an implicit circularity. Namely,
compulsory voting is justified on the assumption that citizens are
sufficiently competent to vote well, while at the same time it is defended
as a means of enabling citizens to become competent to vote well. If
the epistemic justification of compulsory voting succeeds only on
grounds that presuppose the existence of compulsory voting itself, such
an argument cannot stand on its own. At best, it shows that epistemic
considerations can support a broader range of normative arguments in
favor of compulsory voting, but not that they can serve as an independent
starting point.’

Epistemic elements thus play an important role within normative
arguments for compulsory voting, insofar as they highlight the connection
between participation, democratic legitimacy, voter competence, and the
quality of collective decision-making. However, taken on their own, they
cannot fully justify the introduction of compulsory voting. The epistemic
arguments of this kind depend on assumptions about citizens’ political
knowledge and motivation to vote that require additional justification.
For this reason, an adequate defense of compulsory voting should
treat epistemic reasons as complementary to additional, non-epistemic
reasons for adopting this practice.

A related skepticism is expressed by Annabelle Lever and Alexandru Volacu, who
ask whether compulsory voting might be justified on epistemic grounds where
moral or political justifications fail. They argue that this strategy is unlikely to
succeed, not because epistemic democracy is incoherent, but because voting is
neither the only nor the most reliable mechanism for aggregating politically relevant
information, especially when compared to polls, surveys, protest, and other forms of
political communication that function without coercion (Lever and Volacu 2019).
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Mwban Bacuh'

Hnemumym 3a gpunosoghujy, @unosogcku gpaxyimem,
Yuueepsumem y bBeoepaody

OBABE3HO IJTACAIBE:
EINMUCTEMUYKA MNEPCIIEKTUBA™

Pe3nme

OBaj pag uctpaxyje 00aBe3HO IIacame ca CTAHOBHUINTA SITUCTEMUIKOT
MIPHUCTYyTa IEMOKpaTCcKoj Teoprju. OCHOBHU IIMJb pajia je /1a ce MCINTa
yJIora KOjy NMUTama 3Hamba, KOMIICTEHIIN]e W KBAJIUTETa IEMOKPATCKOT
OJUTy4YHBamba UMajy YHyTap HOPMAaTHBHHX paclpaBa O 00aBE3HOM
rinacawy. O0aBe3HO riacame ce 0OMYHO ONpaB/aBa Kao HajehuKacHUj1
WHCTUTYIIMOHAIHA MEXaHM3aM 3a pellaBame MpodiieMa HUCKE
M3NIA3HOCTU. Y pajly ce MoKasyje Jia pasiuduTH BUJIOBH OIpaBlama
00aBe3HOT TJacama y ceOn cajpike eMUCTEeMHUYKE MPETIIOCTaBKe, KOje
70 caJia HUCY UCITUTHBAHE HA CUCTEMATCKH HaunH. [ TaBHU JOTIPHHOC
paza JIe)kd y eKCIUTMIHUPakby OBUX NPETIOCTaBKU U MPOLECHH HBHUXOBOT
3Hayaja 3a aprymMeHTe y npwior o0aBe3HOT riacama. Paja 3amounmbe
Pa3IMKOBambEM TPH TIIABHE KaTErOpHje aprymMeHara y Ipruior 00aBe3Hor
riiacama: aprymMeHara 3aCHOBAHUWX Ha HWHJIAUBHUAYAJIHUM IIpaBUMa U
Ty>KHOCTHMa, apryMeHaTa KOjH c€ TH4Y JEeMOKPATCKOT JISTUTHMHTETA
U KOJEKTHBHE PAIlMOHATHOCTH, Ka0 ¥ KOHCEKBEHIIMjaJIMCTUIKHX
aprymenara. LleHTpanHu J1eo pajga cacToju ce y IpUKa3uBamy Tora Ha
KOjM C€ HAYWH CMUCTeMHUYKA pa3MaTpama jaBjbajy YHYTap CBaKe O]
OBHX KaTeropuja aprymMeHara. ApryMeHTd O IpaBuMa U JIy)KHOCTUMA
MIOTIPUMAjy eMMCTEMUYKY TUMEH3H]y OHOT TPEHYTKa KaJa Cce riacame
pa3zyMe Kao akTHBHOCT KOja Ce MOJKE€ CIIPOBOJIMTH Ha J100ap WIIH JIOII
HauYWH, OITO OTBapa JI0JaTHA NHTama Koja ce THYy KOMIIETCHIIN)e
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riacaya. ApryMeHTH KOjH c€ TUYY JIEMOKPATCKe JISTHTUMHOCTH MOTY
Ce CMECTUTH y CITICTEMIYKE OKBHPE Kajla Ce BUCOKA M3JIa3HOCT IIOCTaBU
Kao MPeIyCciIoB JEMOKPATCKOT JerutuMuTera. OB apryMeHTH ce Taja
JIOBOJIC Y BE3Y ca eMUCTEMUYKHM NPUCTYITHMA IEMOKPATHjU KOjU OITYKE
JOHETC O[] CTPAaHC BCIIMKHUX I'pyIla rjiacavda, Ujinu JOBOJbHO PA3HOJIMUKUX
rpyra riacaya, Bujie Kao elMCTEeMUUKH CYTIepHOPHE Y OJHOCY Ha OJTYKe
KOje JIOHOCE Mayie WM XOMOoTreHe Tpyre. KoHCEeKBeHIIHjaTuCTUIKU
apryMeHTH Yy TpWIOr 00aBe3HOT TIllacaka UMajy HajjacHUjy
eNMCTEeMHYKY KOMITIOHEHTY, Oyayhu ia ce irMa OpaHu CTaHOBUILTE J1a
00aBe3HO Tiacame JOBOAU /10 KBAIUTETHUJUX AEMOKPATCKUX OJJTyKa
wiu noBeharma MmoMTHYKOT 3Hamka Mel)y rimacaunma. Y 3aK/by4HOM JIETy
paja pa3MaTpajy ce HEeKe O] CMMCTEMUYKUX MPUMEI0U KOje Ce MOry
YIIyTHTH Uieju 00aBe3HOT Tacama. [lokasyje ce a, mako oBe mpumenoe
MPE/ICTaBJbajy U3a30B 3a CMUCTEMUYKO ONpaBIambe 00aBe3HOT II1acama,
MOTEHIIMjATHA CKIIOHOCT 00aBe3HOI TIJlacama Jla TOKOM BpEMEHa
KOHTHHYHPaHO T000JbIlIaBa EMUCTEMUYKE CIOCOOHOCTH Iilacadya MOKe
Ooutu oAroBop Ha Te mpumeade. [loToM ce MOCTaBIba MUTARKE 112 JIU CE
00aBe3HO IIIacame MOKe MPaBAATH Ha YUCTO EMUCTEMHYKUM OCHOBaMa
1 3aKJbyUyje ce Ja ce TakBa ox0paHa cyodaBa ca Temrkohama Oymyhwu
Jla TIOYMBa Ha IUPKYJIapHOM aprymeHty. Ha kpajy, 3akipydyje ce na
eMMCTeMUYKA pa3MaTpama MOTY J1a IIpYysKe I0JaTHE pa3jiore 3a yBoheme
00aBEe3HOT TJlacama, yKOJIUKO cy MpaheHa HeeMmMCTEMUYKUM Pa3io3numMa,
M Jja cama He MOTY Jia TIOCIY’Ke Kao OCHOBA 3a ONpPAaBIame TaKBeE
mpakce.

Kibyune peum: riacame, o0aBe3HO TJacame, JIEMOKpaTHja,
enuMcTeMHUYKa JeMOKpaTHja, NapTHIHNAIN]ja,
JEMOKPATCKH JIETUTUMHUTET

*

This manuscript was submitted on January 20, 2026, and accepted by the Editorial
Board for online publication and published online first on June 5, 2026. It was
accepted by the Editorial Board for publishing on August 10, 2026.

67






UDC 324(497.5)"2025" Cpricka HOJIMTHYKA MHCA0

DOI: 10.5937/spm98-64355 (Serbian Political Thought)
Review article No 4/2026.
Vol. 98

pp. 69-93

Veran Stanceti¢'
Faculty of Political Sciences, University of Belgrade

Marko Mijatovi¢™
Independent researcher, Belgrade

LOCAL ELECTIONS IN THE REPUBLIC
OF CROATIA 2025 - CONTINUATION OF THE
DOMINANCE OF THE RULING CROATIAN
DEMOCRATIC UNION

Abstract

The aim of this paper is to analyze the regular local elections in the
Republic of Croatia that were held on May 18, in the first round, and
June 1, 2025, in the second round. In the local elections, convocations
of regional, county, and local, city, and municipal assemblies were
elected, along with the election of the city assembly and mayor of the
capital city Zagreb, which has the status of both regional and local self-
government. Along with the convocations of assemblies, mayors and
presidents of municipalities (mayors), as well as their deputies from
among national minorities, were also elected. These elections, like most
previous local election cycles, also demonstrated the rivalry between the
two leading national parties — HDZ and SDP, often in appearances with
their coalition partners, and in them, HDZ won a significant advantage
and achieved almost complete unity of national and local Government.
Attempts by “third options” to make inroads were unsuccessful or
were achieved in coalition with the aforementioned leading parties,
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with the exception of certain circles, while all parliamentary parties,
whether those in the coalition in power or in the opposition (Homeland
Movement, MOST, etc.), experienced electoral decline. In the elections,
a certain importance was traditionally given to regional, minority parties,
but also to independent candidates.

Keywords: Republic of Croatia, local elections, local democracy,
political parties, local political actors

INTRODUCTION

Local self-governments and local authorities in contemporary
democratic systems represent a space where participation, representation,
and political autonomy of local communities are realized according to
their specific characteristics and needs. Theoretical and comparative
insights into local democracy (Sharpe 1970; Smith [1985] 2025;
Dentersand Rose 2005; Loughlin, Hendriks and Lidstrom2012) indicate
that pluralism and diversity of political actors at the local level represent
important indicators of the democratic capacity of a system.

However, in some countries, including Croatia, a pattern prevails
in which local elections are strongly determined by the influence of
national-level parties, specifically HDZ and SDP. Regional and local
political actors in Croatia win around one tenth of the vote, which is
somewhat similar to the result of local political actors in Serbia of 14.41%
of the vote in the 2023/24 local elections (Republicki zavod za statistiku
2024, 21). On the other hand, this is far less than the success of local
movements and local groups of citizens who in neighboring Slovenia
won a convincing majority in local elections compared to the leading
national parties (in the 2022 local elections in Slovenia, independent
candidates won the election races for mayors and municipal presidents
in as many as 138 out of 232 local governments (59% of elected mayors
and municipal presidents), and independent lists of councilors for local
assemblies were the relative winners of the elections with 26.05% of the
votes (Mijatovi¢ 2023, 46).

Based on available election data and empirical insights, a trend
of further strengthening of the HDZ and, to a lesser extent, the SDP
(both parties along with a circle of partner parties) and a renewed
revitalization of the two-party system in the country, which in certain

70



V. Stanceti¢, M. Mijatovic¢ LOCAL ELECTIONS IN THE REPUBLIC OF..

periods since the restoration of the multi-party system have been
interrupted by more pronounced successes of “third options” enabled
primarily by the implementation of the proportional electoral system
in Croatia (Homeland Movement, MOST, and previously HSLS, HSS,
etc.), is observed, while alternative actors such as regional parties and
independent candidates are being pushed to the political margins even
at the local level.

Such a situation opens several theoretical and normative questions.
First, does the concentration of political power in the hands of one or
two large parties contribute to the stability of local Government, or does
it discourage democratic pluralism and participation? In other words,
the question is whether a centralized party structure at the local level
is suitable for the development of participatory democracy. Does such
a model enable local autonomy and representation of local interests or,
on the contrary, does it lead to political uniformity and suppression of
local pluralism? Theories of local self-government and decentralization,
such as those developed by Sharpe, Smith, Denters, and Rose, as well as
Heinelt, point to the importance of political pluralism and differentiation
of local actors as conditions for functional democracy (Sharpe 1979;
Smith [1985] 2025; Denters and Rose 2005; Heinelt 2012; Heinelt et
al. 2018).

Based on these theoretical positions, the focus of the work is
on analyzing the political configuration of Croatian local elections,
not only for the purpose of presenting results, but also as a diagnostic
framework for thinking about the state of local democracy in today’s
Croatia.This paper is based on a case study approach, combining
qualitative and quantitative analysis of electoral data, as well as content
analysis of relevant legal documents, media reports, and secondary
sources. In addition, elements of comparative analysis are used in
order to contextualize the Croatian case within broader regional trends,
particularly in relation to Slovenia and Serbia.

In the continuation of the work, the current context and structure
of the electoral system at the local level will first be presented. This
will be followed by an analysis of political results and power relations,
with special attention to the marginalization of local political actors. In
conclusion, it is stated that such a configuration of power, although it can
be efficient and stable, can also represent a challenge for the democratic
potential of local Government.

71



SPT No 4/2026, year XXXIII, vol. 98 pp. 69-93

LOCAL ELECTIONS IN THE REPUBLIC OF
CROATIA - ELECTORAL RULES

The legislative basis for local elections is the Law on Local
Elections. It provides that adult citizens of Croatia in the territory of a
particular municipality or city, or citizens of another European Union
member state, have the right to vote in elections, which is regulated
by a special law. Elections for county prefects, mayors, municipal
presidents, and their deputies are called by the Government of the
Republic of Croatia. The Law clearly states that elections for county
prefects, mayors, municipal presidents, and local assemblies are held
in the third week of May every fourth year, so the Government must
call them within 30 to 60 days before they are held (Zakon o lokalnim
izborima Republike Hrvatske 2021).

Political parties and voters have the right to nominate county
prefects, mayors, municipal presidents, and members of local assemblies.
Given the large number of local self-governments in the Republic of
Croatia, the number of signatures required for submitting lists of citizen
groups (most often called “independent list” followed by the name of
the list bearer) is determined according to the following scale — in units
up to 350 inhabitants, 25 signatures are required, in units with 350 to
500, 35 signatures are required, in units with 500 to 1000 inhabitants, 50
signatures, up to 2,500 signatures for units with over 500,000 inhabitants
(which is actually only the city of Zagreb). For submitting party lists,
linearly one-third to twice as many signatures are required as for citizen
groups, so for a local unit with 500 to 1000 inhabitants, 80 signatures are
required, and 5,000 for a local unit above 500,000 inhabitants.

Electoral lists must respect the gender quota (as stated,
representation of at least 40% of each gender), and candidacy is not
allowed for active military personnel and employed police officers, as
well as those convicted of prison sentences longer than six months. All
candidate lists must be submitted within 14 days of calling the elections,
while any deficiencies can be corrected within an additional 48 hours.
The electoral law provides for equality of all political actors regarding
promotion in local media, and electronic media have the obligation of
objective, impartial, and balanced reporting on pre-election presentation.
The bodies for conducting elections are the State Electoral Commission,
the Electoral Commission of the City of Zagreb, and county, city, and
municipal electoral commissions.
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Elections for county prefects, mayors, and municipal presidents
are conducted using a majority, two-round electoral system, where the
winner needs to receive over 50% of votes in the first round or a majority
of votes in the second round.

Local representative bodies (county, city, and municipal
assemblies) are elected using a proportional electoral model with
a threshold of 5% of votes cast and the application of the D’Hondt
method for calculating the number of mandates (Petak, Kasapovié¢
i Lali¢ 2004, 84).

According to the Constitutional Law on the Rights of National
Minorities, and taking into account the results of the last population
census, all national minorities have the right to proportional representation
in local representative bodies (the specific share is obtained when their
percentage in a particular local self-government is multiplied by the
number of local councilors). Participation of a national minority in local
self-government of 5% guarantees at least one representative, and at the
county level, the position of deputy county prefect. Candidate lists of
parties/citizen groups of national minorities are provided with facilitated
conditions for candidacy. If, after the elections, it turns out that the
representation of minorities is inadequate (lower) in local representative
bodies, the possibility of subsequent elections is provided within 90 days
from the day of holding local elections.

Regarding the positions of deputy county prefects, mayors, or
municipal presidents, representatives of national minorities have rights
to these positions, regardless of percentage representation, which is
defined by the statutes of local self-governments. The method of their
election is identical to the election of county prefects, mayors, and
municipal presidents.

Representatives of political parties, citizen groups, non-
governmental organizations, and international organizations accredited
in the Republic of Croatia have the right to observe elections.

The costs of conducting local elections are borne by the organs of
local self-governments where the elections are conducted.

Incidentally, regarding the current electoral legislation in Croatia
at the local level, the biggest change occurred in 2009 when a decision
was made that mayors and municipal presidents would be elected
directly, and not as before in assembly convocations. This reform was
carried out to introduce a dual system of power at the local level in which
the executive branch of Government became somewhat independent
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both in powers and in the method of election in relation to representative
power (Zizi¢ 2013, 76).

Additional legal basis for holding local elections in the Republic
of Croatia for areas that are not precisely defined by this Law
include the Law on the Right of Citizens of Other European Union
Member States in Elections for Representative Bodies of Local and
Regional Self-Government Units (Zakon o pravu drzavljana drugih
drzava clanica Europske unije u izborima za predstavnicka tijela
lokalne i podrucne (regionalne) samouprave 2010), the Law on
Local and Regional Self-Government (Zakon o lokalnoj i podru¢noj
(regionalnoj) samoupravi 2020), the Law on the Election of Councils
and Representatives of National Minorities (Zakon o izboru vijeca
i predstavnika nacionalnih manjina 2019), the Law on Financing
Political Activities, Electoral Promotion and Referendums (Zakon o
financiranju politickih aktivnosti, izborne promidzbe i referenduma
2019) and others.

LOCAL ELECTIONS IN THE REPUBLIC OF
CROATIA - ACTORS, SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT
AND CAMPAIGN

The Government of the Republic of Croatia under the dominant
role of Andrej Plenkovi¢ (HDZ) on April 12, 2025, made a decision
to call local elections — assemblies of 20 counties, 127 cities and 428
municipalities, along with the city of Zagreb, and direct election of
mayors (county prefects) and municipal presidents (mayors), which
started the legally prescribed deadlines for conducting elections.
31,082 candidates ran for positions (7,800 fewer than in the previous
local elections held in 2021). Men comprised 57%, and women 42%.
The average age of candidates was 47 years (men 48, and women 43).
The youngest candidate was 18, and the oldest was 96 years old (HRT
2025a).

Certainly, in this electoral cycle as well, the elections in the largest
cities attracted the most attention, and this will be the case in our work
as well. Given that Croatia according to the last census has 3,871,833
inhabitants, we will take as significant urban agglomerations those that
count over 1% of the population or about 40 thousand inhabitants, and
these are Zagreb (761,131), Split (149,830), Rijeka (108,622), Osijek
(75,916), Zadar (67,309), Pula (52,220), Slavonski Brod (45,005) and
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Karlovac (41,869) (Republika Hrvatska: Drzavni zavod za statistiku
2022; Bilen i Bucar Peri¢ 2002, 76-94).

The context of the elections fits into the trends of the previous
period. As local elections in Croatia have so far been a test of strength
between the two leading parties — HDZ and SDP, and their partner parties
of far lesser importance at the national level, but of certain influence in
certain regions, with attempts to break through by new political parties
and the important role of regional and non-partisan political actors, so
it was this time as well. These local elections were also a symbolic
rounding off of the electoral process in Croatia, which followed each
other within a few months — elections for the European Parliament,
elections for the Croatian Parliament, presidential and, finally, local
elections.

The polarization of public opinion in recent years has been clearly
visible, due to the dominance of HDZ in the Government, but also the fact
that for the last six years, the President of the state comes from the ranks
close to the leading opposition SDP. HDZ has been a constituent element
of executive power, under the leadership of HDZ leaders (Tomislav
Karamarko and then Andrej Plenkovi¢) since 2015, whose victory was
repeated in parliamentary elections in 2016, 2020, and 2024, as well as
in European elections in 2019 and 2024 (additionally strengthened by
the success of extreme right, Eurosceptic options in European elections).
On the other hand, former prime minister and SDP president Zoran
Milanovi¢ was elected President in 2019 and again at the very beginning
of 2025. Thus, in Croatia, more on a symbolic (and media) than on
the level of real politics, given that in Croatia’s political system the
prime minister has a much greater scope of power than the President,
some kind of cohabitation was established, that is, a situation where the
President close to the leading opposition SDP with modest powers is a
vocal critic of executive power in public, which was visible in his, as
it turned out unsuccessful, and at the given moment unconstitutional,
candidacy for prime minister in the 2024 parliamentary elections. In
these local elections, the President of Croatia, Zoran Milanovié¢, used
the official campaign and his official visits to local areas to a lesser
extent, although he indirectly placed them in the context of his parent
party — the SDP, which was done to a far greater extent by the President
of the Croatian Democratic Union and Prime Minister Andrej Plenkovic.

It should be emphasized that during the period of HDZ dominance
in national politics, SDP, after the election of Zoran Milanovi¢ as
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President of the state, went through turbulent periods and periods of
constant weakening of influence in internal personnel policy (several
party presidents were changed — Davor Bernardi¢, Peda Grbin, Sinisa
Hajdas Donci¢). The difficult consolidation of circumstances in SDP is
evidenced by the fact that even one of the former party presidents and
former President of SDP Zagreb, Davor Bernardic, left the party and led
one of the opposition lists to the ruling SDP and We Can! in Zagreb in
these local elections.

We emphasize HDZ and SDP because, despite all internal
fractures, especially in periods when they were in opposition — SDP
from 1990 to 2000, then from 2003 to 2011, and from 2015 to today,
and HDZ from 2000 to 2003 and from 2011 to 2016 — they managed
to survive as leading national parties. In the meantime, the center-right
party MOST (originally formed as a party of strong local leaders) built
its positions, and in the meantime, also the ecological-liberal party We
Can!, as well as the Homeland Movement, one of numerous extreme
right factions that, after the 2024 elections, formed a ruling coalition
with HDZ at the national level. At the same time, over a long period
of years, numerous parties that had played a significant role in Croatia
since the restoration of multi-party politics have fallen to the political
margins — HSLS, HSS, HNS, and even HSP (HSP is the only party that,
due to its extreme right-wing narrative, was not in a position to enter
the executive branch, especially during the period of Croatia’s European
integration until 2013) and others.

Otherwise, during 2024, HDZ won the parliamentary elections,
that is, the elections for the State Assembly, forming a right-wing
coalition with the Homeland Movement party. However, the attempt to
win the post of President of the Republic by HDZ ended unsuccessfully
because the President of Croatia, Zoran Milanovi¢, won the presidential
elections for the second time (held on December 29, 2024, and January
12, 2025), with a convincing 74.68% compared to 25.32% of the votes
won by the second-placed HDZ candidate Dragan Primorac (Drzavno
izborno povjerenstvo Republike Hrvatske 2025).

Let us return to the peculiarities of local elections in Croatia. They
are reflected, among other things, in different electoral congruences
— the coincidence of votes in national and local elections. Thus, the
previous local elections in 2021 in Zagreb were highly nationalized,
and, for example, in the Istrian County (due to the existence of a strong
regional party — the Istrian Democratic Alliance), highly regionalized
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(Raos 2021, 14). Yet, this phenomenon remains emphatically linked only
to Istria, that is, the territory of Istria, to which Medjimurje County
can possibly be added (In the Medjimurje region, there exists a strong
regional Independent List for the North of a former senior HNS official
and minister Radimir Cagi¢).

Despite the huge differences between municipalities in terms
of their size (556 or 70% of local governments have fewer than five
thousand inhabitants, and are thus undoubtedly heavily dependent
on state grants), level of development, and territorial consolidation
reforms have not been on the agenda of any government in the past
three decades, nor have they been seriously advocated by any of the
leading parties. The reasons for this were: the negative memory of large,
bureaucratized municipalities and the unwillingness of political elites to
significantly reduce the number of local-level offices where they could
employ their party staff. At the same time, inter-municipal cooperation
is underdeveloped, and there is a lack of direct support for national
policies. For the most part, the powers of local governments are limited
to ownership of municipal enterprises and other local organizations
that provide services. As a result, the complementary, supervisory, and
coordinating roles of counties towards municipalities are increasing.
According to the 2018 Eurobarometer survey, a low level of public
trust characterizes all territorial levels of Government and institutions
in Croatia. Only 23% of Croatian citizens trust their local and regional
authorities, which is significantly lower than the EU average (54%), but
this level of trust is still higher than trust in national institutions (18%
parliament, 19% government) (Skarica and Vukoji¢i¢ Tomi¢ 2022, 397).

The lines of political divisions at the local level have been
established in previous electoral cycles in local elections, according
to which HDZ achieved dominance in smaller communities primarily
in Dalmatia and Slavonia, and traditionally performed poorly in larger
cities, primarily Zagreb or Rijeka, and regions of Medimurje, Zagorje,
Kvarner and, especially, Istria, which has roots dating back to the first
multi-party elections in Croatia (Kasapovi¢ 1993, 48). Regarding Istria,
the illustrative fact is that Croatian President Zoran Milanovi¢, close to
SDP, received 95% of votes in the second round of presidential elections
in the municipality of Labin in the 2024 presidential elections, compared
to HDZ candidate Dragan Primorac, who received about 5% of votes,
as a counterpoint to HDZ’s dominance at the national level. However,
the pool of votes that the HDZ has in Slavonia and Dalmatia (a parallel
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is often drawn with the HDZ winning in areas where conflicts persisted
during the 1991-1995 civil war in the country) has often proven
sufficient to win elections at either the national or local level.

An interesting fact related to these elections is that 21 out of 150
parliamentary representatives (MPs) were candidates for county prefect
and deputy of one of the counties, and 71 representatives for mayor
or municipal President, of which 29 entered the race for re-election
— 17 from HDZ, eight from SDP, one each from MOST, IDS, NPS-
Independent Platform North and one independent MP (Almost half
of Parliament goes to local elections, these three HDZ members have
already won 2025). This fact certainly indicated the importance of local
elections to national political actors, as well as to their high officials.

Some kind of continuity to the local component of Croatia’s
political system was contributed by the fact that some mayors and
municipal presidents have been at the head of their local self-governments
for three decades, and notably mostly from HDZ — Josko Ros¢i¢ (HDZ)
in BaskaVoda and Dinko Bosnjak (HDZ) in Hrvace, who were elected
back in 1993. In the positions of municipal presidents since 1993 are also
Milivoj Kurtov (Pakostane), Davor Loncar (Poli¢nik), Zoran Kovacevié¢
(Koska), Ivo Zeli¢ (Petrijevci), and Zdravko Mandi¢ (Brestovac). In the
position of municipal mayor for 29 years are also Marica Jan¢i¢ from
HDZ (Marija Gorica), Bozidar Skrinjarié¢ (Pokupsko), and Darijo Vasili¢
from the PGS-SDP coalition (Krk) (Sobak 2025). Despite the existence
of party strongholds — Zadar where HDZ has held the mayoral position
since the restoration of multi-party system or Rijeka where SDP has
sovereignly ruled for over three decades, so far nine electoral cycles of
local elections have brought various changes, especially considering
that presidents of local self-governments are elected directly, and that
the compositions of local representative bodies do not necessarily
have to support the political option of the mayor/municipal president.
Symbolically, the electoral competition in these two cities, in addition to
the elections in Zagreb, most intrigued the attention of the pre-election
public (HRT 2025Db). In specific cases, it was actually a fight for prestige
as one of the peculiarities of local elections (Mijatovi¢ 2016, 83).

Controversies in the public came to the fore also regarding the
fragmentation of municipalities and cities, in which there is a large
number, believed to be often overpaid officials, whose number reaches
25,000 (Oresi¢ 2025). On the other hand, the question was raised about
the purpose of the existence of a municipality that is not able to build a
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kindergarten from its budget. Among other things, the fact that presidents
of small (often financially unsustainable) municipalities with 500 or
a thousand inhabitants receive compensation of up to 3,400 euros for
their work (about 20 municipalities, including Komiza, Obrovac, and
others), while only a few work voluntarily, alongside their regular job
and compensation of 500 to 700 euros (Kijevo, Zadvarje, and Saborsko)
was criticized (Jurasi¢ 2025).

The large number of small local self-governments often leads
to a situation where only every tenth city or municipality adheres to
the given financial framework or acceptable financial deviation of 5%,
which speaks of inadequate planning of revenues and expenditures.
Data from 2023 show that cities and municipalities in Croatia had total
budgets of 5.7 billion euros, and in 2024, 6.2 billion, which speaks of
their growth. At the same time, greater exposure of smaller local units to
budget deviations requires technical, advisory, and financial assistance
from the state, county, and regional levels. And precisely this fact opens
the question of long-term sustainability of small local self-governments,
whose efficiency in operation is crucial for credible budget planning and
execution of public services (Gatari¢ 2025b).

Incidentally, according to the results of a survey by the Croelecto
agency in April 2025 at the national level, HDZ is the leading party with
27.52% support. It is followed by SDP with 23.16%, then “We Can!”
with 7.90%, MOST 6.13%, and Homeland Movement with 1.93%.
Among other parties, the Croatian Pensioners’ Party has 1.91%, Istrian
Democratic Assembly 1.63%, Domino (Home and National Rally)
1.50%, Center 1.23%, Croatian Sovereignists 1.09%, and Croatian
Peasant Party and Croatian Social Liberal Party with 0.95% each. Other
political options and local lists have the support of 5.44% of respondents,
while 17.44% were undecided (Beti 2025).

Current topics from the national level that overlapped with
the duration of the election campaign in Croatia were the death of
Pope Francis and the election of the new Pope Leo XIV, marking
the anniversary of the “military-police operation Flash” in western
Slavonia, the increasingly current topic of introducing mandatory two-
month military service that will be mandatory from the end of this or
the beginning of 2026 in which about 4,000 recruits will be trained
in barracks in Knin, Slunj and PoZegaand receiving the first calls for
seventeen-year-olds to register in military records which has already
caused certain dissatisfaction in the public (with the possibility of
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choosing civilian service over military service). Paradoxically, at the
same time in Croatian society, there was a visible (and somewhat
ritualistic, pre-election) strengthening of profascist tendencies, which
was also indicated by the announcement of a major concert by the
controversial singer Marko Perkovi¢ Thompson in Zagreb on July 5,
2025, which was attended, according to numerous estimates, by as many
as half a million guests, etc.

Among local topics, the Zagreb elections and the “Hippodrome”
affair certainly stood out, in which the associate of Zagreb Mayor
Tomislav TomasSevi¢ (We Can!) was arrested by state authorities on
suspicion of corruption in the case of fictitious engagement of one of
the companies for the physical security of facilities.

Incidentally, according to data from the State Bureau of
Statistics, Croatia is characterized by high inflation but also wage
growth, so Croatian Prime Minister Andrej Plenkovi¢ emphasized
that since he became prime minister (in 2016), the minimum personal
income increased from 414 to 970 euros, the average salary from
749 to 1,416 euros, and the median from 658 to 1,175 euros (Gatarié¢
2025a). Inflation in 2024 compared to 2023 in Croatia was 8% (Drzavni
zavod za statistiku n.d.).

At the same time, on the economic front, Croatia has been facing
the exodus of young and qualified workers to other EU countries for
many years, primarily Germany and Ireland. The above trends are
linked to the strong centralization of Croatia, in which, in addition to the
capital city, Zagreb, only the regions on the Adriatic coast are currently
developing due to the strong tourism sector. Entry into the European
Union has brought increased emigration, especially from the Slavonia
region, so according to reference data, in the period from 2011 to 2020,
288,844 residents left the country, while in the previous decade, from
2001 to 2010, this number was 88,548. Considering that Croatia has
since become a member of the EU, it can be concluded that the number
of people who left the country has tripled (Vresnik 2025).

Naturally, the departure of the population over time opened the
need for labor, so in recent years there has been an increasingly intensive
influx of labor migrants from Asian countries and Western Balkan
countries, which has led to a general decline in unemployment. Official
data from the Croatian Employment Service show that unemployment
fell by 16.8% or 18,363 in 2025 and for the first time fell below 80
thousand at the level of Croatia, while during the mandate of Andre;j
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Plenkovi¢’s governments, employment increased by 200 thousand. In
March 2025 alone, over 40,000 work permits were issued, mostly to
citizens of Nepal (12,078), Bosnia and Herzegovina (9,389), Serbia
(5,846), the Philippines (5,946), India (5,555), Northern Macedonia
(2,949), with an increasing number of workers from Egypt (1999 work
permits) (Ministarstvo unutrasnjih poslova Republike Hrvatske 2025b).
In 2024, 206,529 residence and work permits were issued in Croatia,
primarily in the fields of construction, tourism and hospitality, transport,
and trade (Ministarstvo unutrasnjih poslova Republike Hrvatske 2025a).
The Croatian Employers’ Association predicted that with such trends,
there will be 400 to 500 thousand foreign workers in Croatia in 2030,
that is, every fourth person will be a foreigner (Juresko 2025).

At the same time, Croatia has high inflation, which has become
particularly pronounced after the introduction of the euro as the
country’s national currency on January 1, 2023. The increasingly high
inflation is clearly evidenced by the increase in food prices by 44.8%
(8% more than the EU average), for which Croatian European MP
Biljana Borzan from the opposition SDP blames cartels of domestic
retail chains (Hina 2025a).

The broader social context of local elections in Croatia did
not significantly change the basic characteristics of local campaigns,
campaign themes, or the general chances of leading political actors.
The characteristics of the local campaign were identical to previous
ones; the campaign for local elections was relatively short and would
intensify somewhat less than a month before the elections. Promotion of
candidates was carried out on national and local media, social networks,
traditional street stands, where candidates talked with voters, and other
forms of electoral promotion. Campaign themes, in addition to numerous
local topics, could not bypass national and even global issues that
occupy the European Union as a supranational community to which
Croatia belongs, and this is primarily European security (Petrusi¢ 2025).

Given that HDZ is a party that dominates at the national level,
the fact that it has not been dominant in most of Croatia’s largest cities
for decades, so it was almost not planned to take over in Zagreb, Rijeka,
Pula, and others. At the same time, HDZ maintained its strong positions
in Zadar, Osijek, Karlovac, and Slavonski Brod. HDZ tried to improve
its electoral score also through local coalitions with coalition partners
from the national level — Homeland Movement (in Vukovar, it supported
their candidate for mayor, who eventually lost the elections), but also
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with other smaller parties such as HSU, HSLS, and others. Quite the
opposite, SDP could count on a favored position in coalition with We
Can! in Zagreb, Rijeka (where there were sharp personnel mistakes
due to changing the candidate for mayor at the last moment), or Pula,
although each local community brought its own special characteristics.
In Zagreb, SDP supported the coalition candidate for mayor Tomislav
Tomasevi¢ (We Can!), in Rijeka, which for decades has carried the aura
of “SDP electoral stronghold,” there was a division within the party,
where dissidents excluded from the party appeared with their own list,
while in Pula SDP tried to take over the space in which the IDS, which
was their partner, had dominantly ruled and which entered a series of
internal divisions. At the same time, in Osijek, Karlovac, or Slavonski
Brod, as larger cities, SDP expectedly had far fewer chances for electoral
success.

LOCAL ELECTIONS IN THE REPUBLIC OF
CROATIA - RESULTS AND CONSEQUENCES

The results of the local elections brought growth for HDZ, growth
for SDP, and the virtual absence of so-called “third options,” which,
according to expert public opinion turned into “punctual opposition”
(decline of the MOST party, and almost symbolic effect of HSLS, HSS,
and various extreme right factions — Homeland Movement, Domino,
Croatian Conservative Party, HSP and others). The green-left party We
Can! retained a certain weight as the third force in the country, from
whose ranks comes Tomislav Tomasevi¢ as the new (old) mayor of
Zagreb. At the same time, regional IDS of Dalibor Paus in Istria has a
certain influence, although the number of their constant votes is declining
— after the first round of elections, the President of IDS resigned due
to internal divisions and independent appearances of yesterday’s most
prominent officials, which after the first election results also brought the
resignation of IDS president Dalibor Paus, as well as the Independent
Platform North of former minister and HNS official Radimir Cag&ié,
which retained influence in his native Medjimurje.

In the county assemblies, the HDZ and its coalition partners
won 45% of the seats in these elections, and the SDP and its coalition
won 28%, which makes up 73% of the seats in the county-regional
parliaments in total. On the other hand, in the previous elections in 2021,
the HDZ had 38% and the SDP 20%, so the HDZ recorded an increase
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of 7% and the SDP by 8%. Nominally, the HDZ won 316 (2021, 296)
seats in the county assemblies, and the SDP 182 (2021, 148) seats. In
summary, in the first round of 20 counties, the HDZ and its coalitions
individually achieved a majority in 15 counties, the SDP and the SDP-We
Can! coalition in four (Krapina-Zagorje, Koprivnica-Krizevci, Primorje-
Gorski Kotar, and the city of Zagreb), and the IDS in one (Istria) and
the Independent Platform North in one (Medimurje County). The HDZ
also won 61 mayoral seats and 202 municipal presidents, and the SDP
25 mayoral seats and 47 municipal president seats (Turc¢in 2025). In
short, HDZ and SDP took 67% of the mayoral seats (HDZ 48% and
SDP 19%), as well as 58% of the municipal presidential seats (HDZ
44% and SDP 14%).

As part of the “fight for prestige,” the HDZ managed to retain
power in Dubrovnik, Osijek, Karlovac, Zadar, and win the position of
mayor of Split, while the SDP lost its “fortress” Rijeka after 32 years in
power, because its candidate did not even make it to the second round
of elections. However, the victory in the city of Rijeka was not recorded
by the HDZ, but by the candidate of the Youth Action, the Union,
the HSU, the Center, the Focus, and the Alternative non-partisan Iva
Rincié¢, previously an independent county deputy in the Primorje-Gorski
Kotar County. The above situation was due to the decision of the SDP
headquarters to replace the candidate for mayor at the last minute, so
instead of the current mayor, Marko Filipovi¢, his deputy, Sandra Krpan,
was nominated. This led to a situation where Marko Filipovi¢ submitted
his candidacy as a candidate of a group of citizens, and in the first round
of elections, he was in second place, and Sandra Krpan (SDP, PGS, R1,
SDSS, IDS, HSS) was in third place (Glavan i Cupaé 2025).

Before the second round of elections, the greatest attention was
attracted by the second round of elections for mayors of the largest
cities — Zagreb, Rijeka, and Split, in which various and colorful political
partnerships were created.

In total, in the second round, voting was held for 12 county
prefects, the mayor of Zagreb, and for another 46 mayors and 62
municipal presidents. In the second round, there was a final resolution
and an even more pronounced victory won by the ruling HDZ. HDZ
managed to win in Split against the candidate of the Center party,
who enjoyed the support of the left and liberal parties. In Rijeka, the
aforementioned non-party candidate Iva Rin¢i¢ won, thus breaking the
32-year dominance of SDP in the city. HDZ also wins in Karlovac and
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Slavonski Brod. In Zagreb, the candidate of the left-liberal coalition
(SDP, We Can!) won, but he came from the ranks of the green-left party
We Can!, not SDP. SDP only managed to win in the race for mayor of
Pula (the position was won by former party president Peda Grbin), but
this victory had no ideological dimension because in the second round,
he defeated a candidate who was a dissident from IDS, a natural ally of
SDP (Hina 2025b).

HDZ’s success was somewhat diminished by the failure in
Vukovar, which has a certain symbolic value for Croatian right-wing
parties, because in it the candidate of HDZ and Homeland Movement
lost in the mayoral elections to a right-wing candidate of Croatian
Sovereignists and the Domino party (Home and National Rally). Yet,
given that the candidate came from the Homeland Movement, as a
coalition partner of HDZ in the Government, this defeat was not so
painful for HDZ, and on the other hand, it weakened the negotiating
positions of DP in the Government, given that Vukovar and Vukovar-
Srijem County are the most important stronghold of DP.

In the race for county prefects, HDZ showed absolute dominance.
Thus, in Dubrovnik-Neretva, the candidate defeats the candidate of the
MOST and HSP coalition. Similarly, the HDZ candidate in Vukovar-
Srijem County also defeats the MOST party candidate. In Split-Dalmatia,
the HDZ candidate defeats the Center party candidate, in Sibenik-Knin,
Zadar, Zagreb, Pozega-Slavonia, and Varazdin, HDZ candidates defeat
candidates of SDP and its coalitions, and in Karlovac, the candidate of
the coalition around the We Can! party.

SDP wins in Krapina-Zagorje and Primorje-Gorski Kotar County
over candidates of coalitions around HDZ, while in Istria County, a
dissident candidate from IDS defeats the SDP candidate.

In summary, out of 20 counties, 14 were won by HDZ and its
coalitions, three by SDP (Primorje-Gorski Kotar, Krapina-Zagorje, and
Bjelovar-Bilogora), one by the SDP-We Can! coalition (city of Zagreb),
one by Independent Platform North (Medimurje County), and one by an
independent candidate (Istria County).

The stated data clearly speak of the continuation of dominance of
the ruling HDZeven in these local elections in Croatia.
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CONCLUSION

The local elections in Croatia in 2025 were the fourth elections in
time intervals of several months each (European elections, parliamentary,
presidential, and local elections), and which effectively ended the
electoral cycle for all levels of Government, in which complete unison
of HDZ power in the country was achieved.

Naturally, parliamentary and presidential elections have more
pronounced significance compared to local elections. Voter turnout
data further illustrates how citizens perceive the relative importance
of different elections. While turnout in the 2025 local elections
ranged between 43.58% and 43.88% (depending on the level of local
Government), almost identical to the 44.18% recorded in the presidential
elections, participation was significantly lower than in the 2024
parliamentary elections, which reached 61.48%. This 17% gap clearly
indicates that citizens still see parliamentary elections as the central
arena of political power, reflecting the strong role of the prime minister
in Croatia’s political system. At the same time, European Parliament
elections attracted only 21.08% of voters, showing that they are largely
disregarded in comparison with national and even local contests,
suggesting that primarily party loyalists and Eurosceptic voters mobilize
in that arena (Drzavno izborno povjerenstvo 2024).

The parliamentary elections showed the dominance of HDZ,
and the presidential elections showed more the personal popularity of
Zoran Milanovi¢ than his connection with the party with which he was
close, which he did not hide. The success of Zoran Milanovi¢ and his
convincing victory in the presidential elections showed expectations
for the growth of SDP, which could achieve a result in local elections
that would lead to the overthrow of HDZ rule that has lasted a whole
decade, since 2015. However, this did not happen, and the absence of
greater participation by Zoran Milanovi¢ in pre-election activities was
noticeable, even in the form of an official campaign.

The conclusions drawn from this election cycle are that it brought
the dominance of the HDZ, nominally observed (in terms of the number
of county, municipal and city councilors) a somewhat stronger position
of the SDP at the local level (although in fact they no longer have a
mayor in any of the largest cities, with the exception of Pula, but, of
course, also in coalition with the We Can! party in Zagreb), but also the
suppression from the party scene of numerous smaller parliamentary and
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extra-parliamentary options — the Homeland Movement, MOST, IDS,
HSP, Centar and others. The only exception is the green-left party We
Can!, which, in coalition with the SDP, managed to retain the position
of mayor of Zagreb, one of the most important positions in the country
in terms of formation.

Given that HDZ managed to complete power from the national
through county to local level with these local elections, in which it only
has the President of the state as a sharp political critic, as well as the fact
that voters went to polling stations four times in a period of one year, it
is expected that three politically calm years will follow in which HDZ
will be able to implement its political power unhindered.

For the opposition, primarily SDP and its partners (We Can!, IDS
and others), the task remains to try to regroup and create a platform
on which it could oppose HDZ in the next, by all accounts, regular
parliamentary elections in 2028.

However, beyond party dynamics, such a political configuration
opens important questions about the state of local democracy in Croatia.
Although arguments can be found that institutional stability under one
party enables coherent implementation of policies, the dilemma remains
open whether strong vertical dominance of a national party at all levels
of Government leaves sufficient space for political pluralism, alternative
voices, and local interests.

The theories and insights pointed to in this work suggest that a
diversified local scene, with space for various actors such as regional
parties, civic platforms, independent lists, and the like, is an important
condition for democratic legitimacy and accountability. If local elections
function to affirm central power, there is a risk of losing the specificity
of local policies, as well as reducing the capacity for civic participation
outside the framework of large parties.

In this sense, although electoral results indicate stability and
predictability of the political scene, they simultaneously initiate the
question: is the democratic value of local elections reduced when the
local level becomes merely a reflection of the central? Therefore, this
electoral cycle also opens space for re-examining the quality of local
representation and the democratic potential of local self-government
itself.
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Appendix: Political Parties Mentioned in the Article

Original name (Croatian) English translation Acronym
Hrvatska demokratska Croatian Democratic Union HDZ
zajednica

Socijaldemokratska partija Social Democratic Party SDP
Hrvatske of Croatia

Mozemo! We Can! (Political Platform)  Mozemo!
Nezavisna platforma Sjevera  Independent Platform North NPS
Istarski demokratski sabor Istrian Democratic Assembly  IDS

Most Bridge of Independent Lists MOST
Domovinski pokret Homeland Movement DP
Hrvatska stranka prava Croatian Party of Rights HSP
Dom i Nacionalno okupljanje Home and National Rally DOMINO
Hrvatska narodna stranka —  Croatian People’s Party — HNS
liberalni demokrati Liberal Democrats

Hrvatska seljacka stranka Croatian Peasant Party HSS
Hrvatska socijalno-liberalna  Croatian Social Liberal Party ~ HSLS

stranka
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Original name (Croatian)

Hrvatska stranka
umirovljenika

Stranka umirovljenika
Hrvatski suverenisti

Primorsko-goranski savez

Lista za Rijeku

Samostalna demokratska
srpska stranka

English translation Acronym
Croatian Party of Pensioners =~ HSU

Pensioners’ Party SU
Croatian Sovereignists HS
Primorje-Gorski Kotar PGS
Alliance

List for Rijeka RI
Independent Democratic SDSS
Serb Party
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JIOKAJTHA U3BOPH V PENTYBJININA
XPBATCKOJ 2025. TOJWHE - HACTABAK
JTOMMHAIIMJE XPBATCKE JEMOKPATCKE
3AJEJTHUILIE

Pe3ume

usb oBor paja je aHanu3a peJOBHUX JIOKATHUX W30opa y PemyOnuim
XpBarckoj Koju cy oapkanu 18. maja, y mpBom, u 1. jyra 2025.
TOJUHE, Y IPYroM Kpyry. Y JIOKaJIHUM u300puMa OUpaHu Cy cCa3uBU
PETHOHATHUX — KYIAHU]CKUX U JIOKATHUX—TPAJACKUX U OMIITHHCKUX
CKYTIITHHA, Y3 U300p rpajicke CKYMIUTHHE U TPaJOHAYEITHUKA [JIABHOT
rpazaa 3arpe0a KOju UMa CTaTyC U pEerMOHAIHE U JIOKAJIHE CaMOYTIPaBe.
Y3 cazuBe CKyNIITHHA OUPAHU Cy U TPAIOHAYCTHUIIN U TPEICETHHUIIH
OMIITHHA (HAYEIHUIH), T¢ BUXOBU 3aMCHUIIN U3 pejia HAllMOHAITHUX
MamwuHa. M oBu n300pu Ccy, ka0 U BehMHA NMPETXOOHUX JIOKATHHUX
n300pHUX LUKIIyca, UCKa3ald pUBAIMUTET ABe Boache HammoHaiHe
crpanke — XJI3 u CAII, yecto y HacTynuma ca CBOjUM KOAJTHLIUOHUM
napTHepUMa, U Ha wuMa je XJ[3 ojHeo 3HauajHy MpeBary u 0CTBapuo
TOTOBO MOTIYHO jeTMHCTBO HAIIMOHAIHE U JIOKaTHe BiacTu. [lokymraju
,,Tpehux omruja” 3a mpoaop OWIH Cy HEYCTCIIHN WK j€ OH OCTBapeH y
KOQJIMIIMjU ca TIOMEHYTHM BojiehrM napTujama, n3y3umajyhu mojeannae
CpeaMHe, 0K Cy CBE MapjlaMEHTapHE CTpaHKe OMJIO OHE KOAJIMLHOHE
Ha BiacTd wiu mak y onosunuju (domoBuncku nokper, MOCT u
JIp.) A0XuBenu cy u30opHu mnaj. Ha m3bopuma je TpajauiMOHAIHO
WCKa3aH ofjpeheHn 3Ha4aj pernoHaAHUX, MABUHCKUX CTpaHaKa, ajld 1
HE3aBUCHUX KaH/INJaTa.
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Abstract

The negotiation process between the Republic of Serbia and the
European Union (EU), which began in January 2014, faced significant
challenges during the past decade, which led to a temporary halt in the
process of Serbia’s accession to full membership in the EU. Despite
the kick-off of implementing the revised EU enlargement methodology
in February 2020, its failure to accelerate Serbia’s accession process
stems from the demanding nature of the structural reforms that Serbia
must undertake in order to comply with EU standards and principles.
These reforms cover various sectors, including the judiciary, public
administration, and economic management. The paper investigates the
causes of the stall in the negotiation process, such as political resistance,
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institutional resilience, lack of administrative capacity, and the need for
institutional transformation, a decade after the start of negotiations in
these areas. Moreover, the issue of corruption and the rule of law remains
a significant social and political problem. Serbia’s negotiation process
with the EU has repeatedly exposed the need for the establishment of an
independent and efficient judicial system, free from political influence
and corruption. Reforms have been launched whilst certain benchmarks
have been met, which shows the country’s de facto commitment to the
EU integration. Using the methods of document content analysis and
discourse analysis, this paper critically examines the mutual interaction
between Serbia’s long-term negotiation process with the European Union
and the delicate process of implementing structural reforms in the period
from January 2014 to January 2024. The paper also critically evaluates
the political dimensions of the EU enlargement process, including the
asymmetric application of accession conditionality and the imposition
of unprecedented political requirements on Serbia compared to other
candidate countries.

Keywords: EU accession process, revised enlargement methodology,
EU accession negotiations, structural reforms, Serbia,
European Commission, EU Member States

INTRODUCTION

Serbia’s quest for membership in the European Union (EU) has
now spanned over a decade of formal negotiations, reflecting both the
transformative ambitions of EU enlargement and the complex realities of
domestic reform. The EU accession process is fundamentally designed
as a catalyst for comprehensive political, economic, and societal change
—using conditionality tied to democratic governance, rule of law, market
liberalization, and harmonization with the EU acquis to align candidate
countries closely with European norms and standards (Grabbe 2006;
Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier 2005). This strategy builds on the EU’s
earlier successes during the Eastern enlargement waves of 2004 and
2007, where conditionality significantly influenced democratization
and governance reforms in post-communist states (Vachudova 2005;
Sedelmeier 2011). However, the context of the Western Balkans — and
Serbia in particular — poses unique challenges, reflecting deeper structural
issues and geopolitical complexities that complicate straightforward
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adoption and internalization of EU norms (Bieber 2020; Richter and
Waunsch 2020).

Indeed, ever since the EU’s 2003 Thessaloniki Summit pledge
that the “future of the Western Balkans lies in the EU,” Serbia has been
consistently urged to undertake deep structural reforms, especially in
critical sectors such as judicial independence, anti-corruption measures,
public administration efficiency, and democratic governance (Anastasakis
2005, 77-79; Bieber and Kmezi¢ 2017). These areas have become central
conditions under the EU’s revised enlargement methodology adopted in
2020, emphasizing a merit-based, cluster-oriented approach intended to
accelerate integration by rewarding genuine progress and sanctioning
stagnation or regression (European Commission 2020; Wunsch and
Richter 2022). Theoretically, such conditionality leverages what scholars
describe as the EU’s “transformative power” — the credible promise
of EU membership acts as an external anchor, motivating candidate
countries to democratize, modernize institutions, and align legislation
and policies with the acquis communautaire (Grabbe 2006; Borzel and
Risse 2012).

However, Serbia’s actual experience over the past decade
underscores significant challenges and limitations to this model.
While formal legislative alignment and policy commitments have been
considerable, the reality of implementing reforms on the ground has
often lagged, reflecting what scholars term a persistent “implementation
gap” or “compliance gap” (Noutcheva 2009; Dimitrova and Toshkov
2009). In particular, Serbia’s progress has been hindered by entrenched
domestic power structures resistant to substantive reforms, with political
elites frequently accused of using EU accession processes strategically,
adopting formal reforms while resisting changes that threaten established
interests and patronage networks (Kmezi¢ 2019; Bieber 2018). Moreover,
Serbia’s negotiation process has coincided with episodes of notable
democratic backsliding, characterized by erosion in media freedom,
weakening of independent institutions, and declining standards in
electoral integrity, illustrating a paradoxical trend of illiberal regression
occurring simultaneously with the formal pursuit of EU integration
(Levitsky and Way 2010; Bieber 2020). This phenomenon, sometimes
described as “stabilitocracy,” points to regimes maintaining superficial
compliance with EU standards to secure international legitimacy and
economic benefits, while undermining democratic norms domestically
(Richter and Wunsch 2020; Dzanki¢, Keil and Kmezi¢ 2019).
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Geopolitical considerations further complicate Serbia’s EU
accession trajectory. Situated at the intersection of conflicting
international interests, Serbia maintains a delicate balancing act between
its proclaimed strategic goal of EU membership and maintaining close
ties with non-Western actors, particularly Russia and China, whose
influence in the Balkans has grown markedly in recent years (Bechev
2017; Dufalla and Metodieva 2024). The EU’s intensified geopolitical
stance following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has elevated
foreign policy alignment — including the adoption of sanctions against
Russia — to a critical litmus test for accession credibility, placing Serbia
under unprecedented pressure to clarify its strategic orientation (Dufalla
and Metodieva 2024; European Commission 2023).

Thus, a decade since Serbia began its formal accession
negotiations, the country’s record reflects an uneven trajectory
characterized by incremental reform achievements overshadowed by
substantial governance deficits, democratic backsliding, and strategic
ambiguity. Serbia’s case exemplifies broader debates in the academic
literature about the effectiveness of EU conditionality in contexts
marked by entrenched illiberal politics, geopolitical tensions, and
uncertain EU enlargement prospects (Bieber 2020; Vachudova 2019).
Analyzing Serbia’s experience offers critical insights into the potentials
and limitations of the EU’s transformative agenda in contemporary
enlargement processes, highlighting the intricate interplay between
external EU incentives and domestic political dynamics (Grabbe 2006;
Waunsch and Richter 2022).

THE EU ACCESSION NEGOTIATION PROCESS
(2014-2024)

Serbia’s EU accession negotiations formally began in January
2014, following its candidacy grant in 2012 and pivotal steps such as
the EU-facilitated Brussels Agreement with the Autonomous Province
of Kosovo and Metohija (hereinafter: AP Kosovo and Metohija) in 2013.
Over the past decade, the negotiation process has been structured around
the EU’s new approach that front-loads fundamental issues — notably
judiciary and fundamental rights (Chapter 23) and justice, freedom,
and security (Chapter 24) — to ensure early focus on the rule of law
(European Commission 2023). Negotiations have been organized into
35 chapters (grouped into clusters under a revised methodology since
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2020), covering the entire EU acquis communautaire. As of late 2023,
Serbia had opened 22 out of 35 chapters of the acquis, with only two
chapters provisionally closed (chapters 25—Science and Research, and
26—Education and Culture), reflecting the slow and painstaking nature
of the process (European Commission 2023). Critical chapters remain
in limbo, especially those tied to governance: for instance, Chapter 23
on judiciary reform and Chapter 24 on justice and security were opened
early but cannot be closed until the end, keeping reform pressure on
throughout the negotiations (Kmezi¢ 2019). Moreover, Chapter 35 —
dealing with Serbia’s external relations, notably the normalization of
relations with the AP Kosovo and Metohija — has effectively become a
make-or-break political criterion. Progress under this chapter has been
halting, as political agreements with the AP Kosovo and Metohija see
periodic crises and remain only partially implemented, highlighting how
bilateral disputes can hinder overall accession progress (Vachudova
2019, 70-73). Together with the EU’s own hesitations and evolving
methodology, these factors have made Serbia’s accession timeline highly
uncertain. A process once optimistically projected to conclude within
a decade has stretched longer, as both Brussels and Belgrade grapple
with “enlargement fatigue” and the complexity of unfinished reforms
in Serbia’s political and institutional landscape (Bieber 2020; Richter
and Wunsch 2020).

Serbia’s EU accession negotiations, launched in January 2014,
have followed a structured legal and institutional framework defined
by the EU’s negotiating rules. The process began with the adoption of
a Negotiating Framework by the Council of the EU, setting out the
principles governing the talks, including a strong focus on the rule of
law and the normalisation of relations with the AP Kosovo and Metohija
as determinants of overall progress (European Commission 2022, 150—
58). Under this framework, negotiations are organized into 35 chapters
of the EU’s acquis communautaire (body of EU law) — each covering
a specific policy area — plus an additional Chapter 35 addressing the
normalization with the AP Kosovo and Metohija. In line with the EU’s
2012 “new approach” to enlargement, Chapters 23 and 24 (Judiciary and
Fundamental Rights; Justice, Freedom and Security) were given central
importance, to be opened early and closed last, making reforms in these
areas pivotal for the pace of the entire accession (European Commission
2020, 31-34). This structure reflects the EU’s founding values of the rule
of law and fundamental rights, and it ensures that Serbia’s progress on
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judicial reform, anti-corruption, and security standards can effectively
anchor broader alignment with the EU acquis.

Screening and Opening Benchmarks: A first phase of the
negotiations was the screening process, an in-depth analytical
examination of each acquis chapter conducted between Serbia and the
European Commission. During 2014-2015, the Commission screened
Serbian legislation to identify gaps relative to EU laws and standards.
For each chapter, the Commission then issued a screening report
with recommendations and, where necessary, opening benchmarks —
specific conditions Serbia needed to meet before formal negotiations
on that chapter could start. In practice, many chapters, especially those
in technical areas, had no opening benchmarks and could be opened
relatively smoothly. However, Chapter 23 (judiciary and fundamental
rights) and Chapter 24 (justice, freedom, and security) were conditioned
on comprehensive action plans. Serbia drafted detailed Action Plans
for Chapters 23 and 24, outlining reforms and timelines, which were
approved by the European Commission and the Council as opening
benchmarks in 2016. The Action Plan for Chapter 23 focused on
judicial independence, reducing political influence, anti-corruption
measures, and fundamental rights protections, while the Chapter 24
plan addressed border security, migration and asylum systems, the fight
against organized crime, and law enforcement cooperation (European
Commission 2016, 54—60). The Council opened Chapters 23 and 24
in July 2016 after judging these plans adequate, marking a shift of the
negotiations into the substantive phase (European Commission 2022,
152-56).

Structure and Evolution of the Negotiation Framework: By
2018, Serbia had opened a number of chapters beyond the rule-of-
law area, gradually advancing the breadth of negotiations. Out of
35 acquis chapters, 22 chapters were opened by 2021, and two were
provisionally closed (chapters on science and education, which
carried few requirements) (European Commission 2022, 150-58). The
negotiation framework evolved in line with EU policy improvements.
In February 2020, the European Commission introduced a revised
enlargement methodology aimed at reinvigorating the process and
enhancing credibility (European Commission 2020). Serbia formally
accepted the revised methodology in June 2021, adapting its negotiation
structure to the new approach (European Commission 2022, 155-60).
This revised framework groups the acquis chapters into six thematic
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“clusters” and seeks to inject more high-level political engagement and
predictability into the talks. Under the cluster approach, chapters are
no longer opened one-by-one over many years, but rather as clusters
of related chapters: for example, Cluster 1 covers the “Fundamentals”
(rule of law, public administration reform, economic criteria), Cluster 2
the Internal Market, Cluster 3 Competitiveness and Inclusive Growth,
Cluster 4 the Green Agenda and Sustainable Connectivity, Cluster 5
Resources, Agriculture and Cohesion, and Cluster 6 External Relations
(European Commission 2020, 13—15). All chapters within a cluster
are opened together once the opening benchmarks for that cluster are
met, allowing a more comprehensive push on related reforms. Notably,
Cluster 1 (Fundamentals) — which includes Chapters 23 and 24, as
well as public procurement, statistics, financial control, and economic
criteria — was opened at the very start of Serbia’s negotiations and
remains the linchpin for overall progress. By the end of 2021, Serbia
had met the conditions to open Cluster 4 (Green Agenda), which was
officially opened in an Intergovernmental Conference in December 2021
(European Commission 2022, 153-54). The European Commission has
confirmed that Serbia also fulfilled opening benchmarks for Cluster 3
(Competitiveness & Inclusive Growth), making it technically ready to
open next (European Commission 2022, 183-86). However, despite
the Commission’s positive assessment, the opening of Cluster 3 was
subsequently blocked by certain EU member states for political reasons,
illustrating that Serbia’s accession progress is constrained not only by
its own reform performance but also by the political dynamics within
the EU itself.

Role of Chapters 23 and 24 (Judiciary, Fundamental Rights,
Justice, and Security): The prominence of Chapters 23 and 24 in
Serbia’s accession talks cannot be overstated. These chapters are part
of the “Fundamentals” first cluster and carry the strictest conditionality.
The EU acquis under Chapter 23 covers judicial reform, anti-corruption
policy, fundamental rights, and the protection of minorities, while
Chapter 24 covers justice, security, migration, border control, asylum
policy, police cooperation, and the fight against organized crime. The
function of these chapters is to ensure Serbia establishes an independent,
efficient judiciary and robust safeguards for the rule of law and security
— prerequisites for EU membership. To this end, the EU has instituted
a system of benchmarks and regular assessments within these chapters.
Upon opening Chapters 23 and 24, the EU Council set “interim
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benchmarks” that Serbia must meet to demonstrate progress (European
Commission 2020, 31-34). These include measurable steps like
adopting constitutional amendments to strengthen judicial independence,
improving the track record of prosecutions and convictions in high-
level corruption and organized crime cases, and aligning legislation with
European human rights standards. No other chapters can be closed until
the EU assesses that the interim rule-of-law benchmarks are sufficiently
met — a rule designed to prevent Serbia from advancing in easier areas
while neglecting core democratic reforms (European Commission
2020, 31-34). In practice, this means that Serbia must show a solid
track record in reforming its judiciary and fighting corruption and crime
before it can conclude negotiations. Progress is monitored through
European Commission annual reports and ad hoc expert missions. For
example, the Commission’s Serbia 2022 Report notes that Serbia is
“moderately prepared” in the judiciary and fundamental rights area and
has made limited progress, highlighting steps such as the February 2022
constitutional amendments on judicial appointments as an important
move to reduce political influence on judges and prosecutors (European
Commission 2022, 1602-05, 1613-22). At the same time, the report
stresses that many recommendations remain unmet — Serbia still needs
to adopt new laws to implement the constitutional changes, create a
new anti-corruption strategy, and improve media freedom (European
Commission 2022, 1634-42). In Chapter 24, the EU similarly found
“some level of preparation” and some progress, for instance, due to
Serbia’s efforts in managing migration flows and initial steps in aligning
with Schengen border security norms, but also pointed out delays in fully
reforming the police and aligning visa policies with the EU (European
Commission 2022, 4377-88, 4395-404). By keeping these chapters
under close scrutiny throughout the negotiation, the EU aims to ensure
that reforms in justice and security are not only adopted on paper but
also implemented and sustained.

Benchmarks, Action Plans, and Progress Assessments: Serbia’s
experience illustrates the dense web of benchmarks and plans guiding
the accession negotiations. The Action Plans for Chapters 23 and 24
serve as blueprints for reform and are themselves living documents.
Serbia revised these plans in 2020 to address new recommendations and
delays in implementation. For Chapter 23, a revised Action Plan was
adopted in 2020 to recalibrate reform targets and timelines, especially
after the initial years showed modest results. The revised plan put greater
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emphasis on qualitative progress indicators and introduced an “early
warning” reporting mechanism to identify implementation gaps across the
dozens of institutions involved (European Commission 2022, 1602—10).
Similarly, the Action Plan for Chapter 24 was updated in July 2020, with
the Serbian Ministry of Interior and related agencies committing to new
deadlines for meeting EU interim benchmarks (European Commission
2022, 4438—44). To measure progress against these benchmarks, the
European Commission and Council use a range of assessment tools.
Chief among them are the Commission’s Annual Progress Reports (now
termed country reports), which evaluate Serbia’s alignment and reforms
in each chapter. These reports use a qualitative scale (ranging from “early
stage” to “well advanced” preparation) to describe the state of alignment
and “no progress” to “good progress” to describe reform efforts year-
on-year. For instance, the Commission’s 2021 and 2022 reports on
Serbia both acknowledged incremental progress in judicial reforms
(like reducing the influence of Parliament over judicial appointments)
but urged more results in prosecuting corruption and organized crime,
often noting that progress was only partial or laws were only “partially
implemented” (European Commission 2022, 1634-42; Richter and
Wunsch 2020, 740—42). In addition to these annual reports, the EU may
deploy peer review missions — expert teams that evaluate on-site the
functioning of institutions such as courts, prosecution services, border
police, etc. Their findings feed into whether interim benchmarks are
considered fulfilled. Furthermore, Intergovernmental Conferences at
the ministerial level are convened to take stock of progress. Under the
revised methodology, these high-level conferences allow for a “political
steer” — essentially a forum where the EU and Serbia review cluster
progress and set priorities. They occur when key milestones are reached,
for example, when interim benchmarks in the Fundamentals cluster are
met, or when a new cluster is ready to open (European Commission
2020, 9-11). This added political dialogue was intended to keep reforms
from stalling and to maintain momentum through the lengthy negotiation
process.

Institutional Coordination and Implementation in Serbia: Meeting
the extensive requirements of EU accession has demanded significant
coordination within Serbia’s government. Institutionally, Serbia has
developed a framework to manage negotiations and harmonize its laws
with the EU acquis. The Ministry of European Integration (established in
2017 by merging the former European Integration Office into a ministry)
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plays a central coordinating role. A high-ranking Chief Negotiator (for
much of the period 2015-2022, this role was held by then-Minister of
European Integration Jadranka Joksimovi¢) leads the Serbian negotiating
team and liaises with the European Commission and EU Member States.
Within Serbia, negotiating groups are organized for each chapter or
cluster, typically led by the relevant ministry or agency. For example,
the Ministry of Justice heads the Chapter 23 negotiating group, while the
Ministry of Interior coordinates Chapter 24, each working with dozens
of other institutions (judicial councils, anti-corruption agency, police
directorate, etc.) to implement reforms. To oversee and synchronize
these efforts, the Serbian government in 2021 established an Inter-
institutional Coordination Body for the rule of law chapters, bringing
together representatives from the judiciary, prosecution, ministries,
and independent bodies (European Commission 2022, 1606-15).
This Coordination Body meets regularly to monitor the execution of
the Action Plan for Chapter 23, troubleshoot inter-agency issues, and
ensure that reform measures (e.g. drafting of new judiciary laws, training
of judges, setting up new institutions like an independent prosecution
office) stay on schedule. The European Commission (2022, 1606—15)
noted that by 2022, this body had held several meetings and helped
improve the judiciary’s monitoring and reporting mechanisms. Serbia
has also improved transparency by publishing periodic reports on action
plan implementation — for instance, semi-annual reports on Chapter 23
reforms are made public, allowing both the EU and Serbian civil society
to track progress. Civil society organizations, under frameworks like
the National Convention on the EU, are consulted (to varying degrees)
on chapter-related reforms, providing external monitoring and input on
issues such as human rights or judicial integrity. Administrative capacity
remains a challenge: the Commission’s reports frequently emphasize the
need for Serbia to allocate “sufficient human and financial resources
for EU accession work across all institutions” (European Commission
2022, 200-208). This includes everything from hiring and training
staff who can draft EU-aligned legislation, to empowering independent
bodies like the anti-corruption agency, to improving inter-ministerial
coordination on complex reforms. In terms of legal harmonization,
Serbia has steadily adopted EU-aligned laws in many chapters — by
2024, large parts of economic, trade, and sectoral legislation are already
in line with the acquis. However, full harmonization in Chapters 23
and 24 is particularly demanding: it requires not just passing laws
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(such as a new Law on the Prevention of Corruption or amendments
to the Criminal Procedure Code) but also demonstrating their effective
enforcement. The Commission’s monitoring has highlighted that Serbia’s
legal alignment in justice and home affairs must translate into concrete
results like independent judiciary appointments, convictions of corrupt
officials, decreased backlog of court cases, and dismantling of criminal
networks (European Commission 2022, 2495-2504). These outcomes
are precisely what the interim benchmarks seek to measure.

The 2020 Revised Methodology in Practice: Serbia’s adoption of
the EU’s revised enlargement methodology in 2021 has subtly shifted
the negotiation dynamics. While the fundamental requirements remain
the same, the cluster system means Serbia’s progress is now evaluated
in broader strokes. Rather than focusing on individual chapters in
isolation, the EU assesses clusters holistically — for example, Cluster
1 (Fundamentals) will only be considered for closure when reforms in
judiciary (chap. 23), security (chap. 24), public procurement (chap. 5),
statistics (chap. 18), and financial control (chap. 32) together reach an
adequate level. This encourages Serbia to advance on all these fronts
in parallel. It also comes with the political reward that if Serbia makes
a major breakthrough in one fundamental area (say, judicial reform),
it can potentially accelerate movement in related chapters or receive
increased EU integration benefits even before membership (European
Commission 2020, 13—15). Another feature of the new methodology is
the possibility of “phasing-in” to EU policies and funds before accession,
for well-performing candidates — for instance, deeper integration into
EU programs or the single market clusters. For Serbia, this means
that strong performance on governance reforms could unlock closer
ties or investments even during negotiations, adding an incentive for
genuine implementation. On the flip side, the methodology also foresees
corrective measures in case of serious backsliding: negotiations in certain
areas can be stalled or even reopened if reforms regress (European
Commission 2020, 9—11). While Serbia’s negotiations have not been
formally frozen in any area, the pace has effectively slowed when reform
momentum faltered — as seen in 2022 when domestic elections and
political distractions delayed reform laws (European Commission 2022,
173-80). Under the cluster approach, such slowdowns can hold back the
opening of entire clusters. Indeed, the EU has signaled that advancement
to new clusters will not happen until Serbia re-energizes reforms in
the rule of law domain (European Commission 2022, 183—-86). This
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integrated approach underscores that Serbia’s path to EU membership
by 2024 and beyond is contingent on sustained political will to meet the
detailed requirements of the negotiation framework.

In summary, from 2014 to 2024 Serbia’s accession negotiations
have been characterized by an evolving but rigorous framework of legal
alignment and institutional reform, with the EU’s acquis chapters and
methodology providing the roadmap. Screening set the baseline, action
plans and benchmarks have guided reforms chapter-by-chapter, and the
revised 2020 methodology now frames the process in broader clusters to
encourage comprehensive progress. Chapters 23 and 24 stand at the heart
of this process — through these, the EU demands deep-seated changes to
Serbia’s judiciary and governance, monitored via interim benchmarks
and annual assessments. Serbia’s government has created coordinating
bodies and plans to tackle these obligations, achieving certain milestones
like constitutional reforms and improved administrative capacity, but still
faces ongoing challenges in translating EU-inspired laws into tangible,
track-record outcomes. The period up to 2024 shows an intricate dance
between Serbia’s implementation efforts and the EU’s conditionality:
while Serbia has aligned a large share of its legislation with the acquis
and opened most negotiation chapters, the credibility of its accession
process will ultimately rest on the integrity of its institutions and the
durability of rule-of-law reforms. The European Commission’s annual
reports — and broader research on the Western Balkans — indicate that
progress has been real but uneven, with reforms often fragmentary or
reversible in the absence of strong domestic commitment (Richter and
Wunsch 2020, 752—54). Therefore, the legal-institutional mechanisms of
accession negotiations serve not only to open chapters but to continually
test Serbia’s readiness for membership. As negotiations advance under
the cluster methodology, the focus remains on ensuring that Serbia’s
legal harmonization is coupled with genuine institutional change,
fulfilling the EU’s stringent criteria by the time accession talks conclude.

However, a critical assessment of Serbia’s EU integration process
must also take into account the broader political dimensions of EU
enlargement that extend beyond the formal conditionality framework.
Historically, EU accession has never been a purely technocratic,
merit-based exercise. The accession of Bulgaria and Romania in 2007
demonstrated that the EU was willing to admit countries that had not
fully met the Copenhagen criteria, particularly in the areas of judicial
reform, anti-corruption, and rule of law, instead relying on post-accession
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monitoring mechanisms such as the Cooperation and Verification
Mechanism (CVM) to address remaining deficiencies (Kochenov 2008;
Noutcheva 2009). More recently, the EU’s decision to grant candidate
status to Ukraine in June 2022, amid the ongoing Russian-Ukrainian
conflict, has further underscored the fundamentally political character of
enlargement decisions. Ukraine was granted candidate status despite not
fulfilling virtually any of the standard benchmarks regarding the rule of
law, judicial independence, or anti-corruption performance — conditions
that Serbia has been working to meet for over a decade (European
Commission 2023). This asymmetric application of conditionality has
reinforced perceptions in Serbia and across the Western Balkans that the
EU applies different standards to different candidate countries depending
on prevailing geopolitical interests (Bieber 2020; Vachudova 2019).

Furthermore, Serbia’s negotiation process has been uniquely
burdened by political conditions that have not been imposed on any
other EU candidate country. The requirement to normalize relations
with the AP Kosovo and Metohija under Chapter 35, which effectively
conditions Serbia’s accession progress on the resolution of a deeply
contested sovereignty and territorial issue, represents an unprecedented
form of political conditionality in the history of EU enlargement (Kmezi¢
2019). No other candidate country has been required to renounce claims
over part of its internationally recognized territory as a precondition
for EU membership. Additionally, despite the European Commission’s
own confirmation that Serbia had fulfilled the opening benchmarks for
Cluster 3 (Competitiveness and Inclusive Growth), the opening of this
cluster was blocked by certain EU member states for political reasons
unrelated to Serbia’s reform performance (European Commission 2022,
183-86). Such instances reveal that the pace of Serbia’s accession is
shaped not only by its own reform trajectory but also by the internal
political dynamics and strategic calculations of EU member states
themselves. A comprehensive analysis of Serbia’s EU integration
process must therefore account for these structural asymmetries and
the inherently political nature of the enlargement process, rather than
attributing the stagnation of negotiations solely to domestic reform
deficiencies.
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CHALLENGES IN JUDICIAL AND
POLITICAL REFORMS

At the heart of Serbia’s negotiation challenges lies the agenda of
structural reforms, especially in the judiciary, public administration, and
anti-corruption frameworks. Over the past ten years, Serbia has adopted
numerous new laws, strategies, and even constitutional amendments
aimed at strengthening the rule of law — often directly spurred by EU
accession requirements. Notably, in 2022, the Serbian Parliament
approved constitutional changes to depoliticize judicial appointments
and enhance the independence of judges and prosecutors, a reform
carried out in consultation with the Venice Commission to meet EU
recommendations (European Commission 2023). On paper, these
steps address key EU benchmarks and seemingly align with European
standards. However, scholars and observers caution that many of these
reforms remain superficial or incomplete — a case of institutional change
without genuine behavioral change (Kmezi¢ 2019). Despite new laws,
the judiciary continues to suffer from political influence, selective
justice, and inefficiency, indicating a pattern of “partial compliance”
where formal alignment with EU norms does not necessarily translate
into implementation (Noutcheva 2009). Endemic issues of state capture
— in which political elites informally control ostensibly independent
institutions — persist in Serbia’s governance, undermining the spirit of
the rule-of-law reforms (Richter and Wunsch 2020). For example, high-
profile corruption cases and organized crime investigations often stall
or avoid prosecution if they implicate government-aligned interests,
revealing the limits of reform depth. The European Commission’s
annual reports consistently find Serbia only “moderately prepared” in
the judiciary and anti-corruption chapters, noting limited progress in
establishing a track record of impartial justice. Independent watchdogs
likewise report that, despite an expanded legal toolkit, judicial
independence is fragile and prosecutors still face pressures in politically
sensitive cases (Kmezi¢ 2019). In sum, while the EU negotiation process
has prompted an unprecedented overhaul of Serbia’s legal framework,
the entrenched political practices and power structures in the country
have slowed the transformative impact that such reforms are intended
to have. This discrepancy between rule adoption and rule application is
a core challenge of Serbia’s accession effort a decade later, reflecting
the broader difficulty of entrenching liberal-democratic governance in
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a context where illiberal tendencies remain strong (Richter and Wunsch
2020).

Serbia’s pursuit of European Union membership entails
comprehensive judicial and political reforms, framed by legal
requirements for the rule of law and democratic governance. These
challenges are rooted in doctrinal debates on judicial independence,
institutional design, and anti-corruption norms, all under the umbrella
of EU legal conditionality. In the context of EU accession negotiations
— notably Chapter 23 on Judiciary and Fundamental Rights — Serbia is
expected to align its legal and constitutional framework with European
standards. The following sections examine key issues in an academic and
comparative perspective: the legal theory behind judicial independence
in the EU accession context; Serbia’s 2022 constitutional amendments
viewed through comparative constitutional law; the development of anti-
corruption legislation in light of EU rule of law benchmarks; institutional
safeguards for the separation of powers; and the phenomenon of ‘rule of
law backsliding’ in the EU enlargement process.

Judicial Independence in the EU Accession Context

In the context of EU accession, judicial independence is not
only a democratic principle but a legal prerequisite anchored in the
Copenhagen criteria for membership (European Council 1993). Legal
theory frames judicial independence as a cornerstone of the rule of law,
requiring that judges be free from undue influence by the executive or
legislative branches. This principle has both an institutional dimension —
guaranteeing the judiciary’s autonomy as a branch of government — and
an individual dimension — protecting judges’ decisional independence
in specific cases (Preshova, Damjanovski and Nechev 2017). The EU’s
conditionality places significant weight on this principle: candidate
countries must establish structural safeguards (such as independent
judicial councils, merit-based judge selection, and secure tenure) to
ensure an impartial and professional judiciary (Kmezi¢ 2017). This
emphasis reflects the EU’s interest in ensuring that national courts can
reliably enforce the acquis communautaire and protect fundamental
rights upon accession (Kochenov 2008). In Serbia’s case, persistent
concerns about political influence over courts have spurred EU-supported
reforms to insulate judicial appointments and discipline from partisan
politics (European Commission 2022). The legal-theoretical debates
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here center on how to design institutions that uphold de facto judicial
independence, not merely de jure independence, especially in post-
authoritarian contexts where informal pressures can undermine formal
guarantees (Mendelski 2018). Thus, judicial independence in the EU
accession context is both a normative ideal and a practical benchmark: it
requires aligning Serbia’s judicial governance with European standards
and fostering a culture of judicial professionalism immune from political
interference.

Constitutional Amendments of 2022
in Comparative Perspective

In 2022, Serbia undertook significant constitutional amendments
aimed at strengthening judicial independence, a move largely driven by
EU reform benchmarks under Chapter 23 (European Commission 2022).
From a comparative constitutional law perspective, these amendments
align with broader post-communist trends to depoliticize the judiciary
by limiting the influence of the legislative and executive branches in
judicial appointments (Venice Commission 2021). Serbia’s reforms,
approved by a national referendum, reconfigured the High Judicial
Council and High Prosecutorial Council to have a majority of members
elected by judges and prosecutors themselves, rather than by politicians,
drawing on models found in other European jurisdictions (Preshova,
Damjanovski and Nechev 2017). Such changes were designed to curtail
the longstanding practice of parliamentary appointment of judges, which
had raised concerns about politicization and judicial subservience to
ruling parties (Preshova, Damjanovski and Nechev 2017). The Venice
Commission — the Council of Europe’s advisory body on constitutional
matters — largely endorsed the 2022 amendments as a step toward
compliance with European standards, while recommending continued
vigilance to ensure that the new formal safeguards translate into
actual judicial independence in practice (Venice Commission 2021).
Comparatively, Serbia’s approach mirrors reforms in neighboring EU
aspirants like Montenegro and North Macedonia, which similarly revised
their constitutions to fortify judicial councils and insulate courts from
political pressures (Dzanki¢, Keil and Kmezi¢ 2019). By examining
Serbia’s constitutional changes through a comparative lens, one observes
a common doctrinal thread: the effort to balance judicial accountability
(through transparent appointment and evaluation criteria) with judicial
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independence (by minimizing direct political control), in line with
European rule-of-law norms.

ANTI-CORRUPTION LEGISLATION AND
EU RULE OF LAW BENCHMARKS

Serbia has adopted a comprehensive body of anti-corruption
legislation to meet the rule of law benchmarks set out in EU accession
Chapter 23 (European Commission 2022). These measures include laws
on the prevention of corruption, the establishment of an independent
anti-corruption agency, stricter rules on public officials’ asset disclosure
and conflict of interest, as well as protections for whistleblowers. From
a legal standpoint, this legislative framework is intended to fulfill EU
standards drawn from international conventions (such as the United
Nations Convention against Corruption) and EU best practices, as well
as specific criteria outlined in Serbia’s Chapter 23 Action Plan (European
Commission 2021). Doctrinal debates in the legal literature, however,
emphasize that formal compliance through legislation is not sufficient;
effective enforcement and a demonstrated “track record” of high-
level corruption prosecutions are crucial indicators of genuine reform
(Mungiu-Pippidi 2015; Mendelski 2018). The EU’s conditionality
regime explicitly requires not just the adoption of laws, but their
implementation, evidenced by impartial investigations, indictments, and
final convictions in corruption cases involving officials. Scholars note
that without independent institutions — including specialized prosecutors
and courts — capable of impartially applying these laws, anti-corruption
reforms risk becoming mere window-dressing (Mendelski 2018; Richter
and Wunsch 2020). In the Serbian context, the European Commission’s
progress reports have acknowledged some progress in aligning laws with
the EU acquis, but continue to highlight limited results in dismantling
patronage networks or in prosecuting high-level corruption cases
(European Commission 2022). This gap between rule-of-law legislation
and real-world impact illustrates a broader theoretical point: the
existence of legal rules does not automatically guarantee the rule of law.
The challenge, therefore, lies in translating legal changes into a culture
of integrity and accountability — a common difficulty observed across
Southeast European countries transitioning from clientelistic political
systems (Mungiu-Pippidi 2015). Ongoing monitoring under Chapter 23
serves to keep anti-corruption efforts in Serbia under scrutiny, linking
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the credibility of Serbia’s EU bid to sustained performance in curbing
corruption.

Institutional Safeguards for Separation of Powers

A robust separation of powers is fundamental to ensuring that
judicial reforms are sustainable and insulated from political oscillations.
Constitutional scholars underscore that formal guarantees of judicial
independence must be coupled with broader institutional “checks and
balances that prevent any one branch of government from accumulating
excessive power” (Pech and Scheppele 2017). In Serbia, the constitution
and related laws provide certain safeguards — such as life tenure for
judges (after a probationary period), immunity for judicial decisions,
and the autonomous administration of the courts — all designed to
uphold the separation of powers (Venice Commission 2016). The 2022
constitutional amendments further aimed to entrench such safeguards
by reducing direct political influence over the judiciary and prosecution,
thereby reinforcing the classical Montesquieuan notion of three coequal
and independent branches of government (Venice Commission 2021).
From a doctrinal standpoint, these reforms resonate with principles of
comparative constitutional design that advocate institutions like judicial
councils, constitutional courts, and independent oversight bodies as
intermediaries maintaining the balance of power (Kmezi¢ 2017). For
instance, Serbia’s Constitutional Court plays a key role in reviewing
legislation and government acts for compliance with the constitution,
acting as a check on the executive and legislature. However, effective
checks and balances depend not only on constitutional text but also on
political culture and the commitment of officials to respect the rule of
law in practice (Dzanki¢, Keil and Kmezi¢ 2019). Persistent challenges
in many Western Balkan states, including Serbia, involve informal
power structures and executive dominance that can erode the practical
functioning of the separation of powers despite formally sound laws
(Richter and Wunsch 2020). This has led to scholarly discussions about
“institutional resilience” — the ability of judicial and other oversight
bodies to withstand pressure and enforce limits on power. In sum,
establishing legal safeguards is a necessary step, but their durability
hinges on continued institutional vigilance and a political environment
that values constitutionalism over short-term partisan interests.
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Rule of Law Backsliding and Compliance under
EU Enlargement Law

The phenomenon of “rule of law backsliding” — where initially
enacted reforms stagnate or are reversed — has become a subject of
theoretical discussion in both EU internal and enlargement contexts
(Pech and Scheppele 2017). While EU candidate countries like Serbia
often adopt extensive reforms on paper to meet accession conditions,
maintaining those reforms over time is an ongoing challenge, particularly
if domestic political will wanes or if the incentives of EU membership
lose credibility (Noutcheva 2009). EU enlargement law, as reflected
in accession negotiation frameworks, attempts to address this risk by
instituting mechanisms such as interim benchmarks, rigorous monitoring,
and the possibility of halting or reversing negotiation progress in cases
of serious backsliding (Council of the European Union 2012). Notably,
the EU’s revised accession methodology of 2020 places the rule of law
at the heart of the process: chapters on judiciary and fundamental rights
(and justice, freedom, and security) are opened early and closed last, and
negative trends can impact the overall pace of negotiations (European
Commission 2020). This approach is intended to create a constant
incentive for compliance and to detect backsliding early. Nevertheless,
academic critiques suggest that external conditionality has inherent
limits: if domestic actors engage in only superficial compliance, or
if entrenched elites find ways to circumvent reforms while formally
ticking the EU’s boxes, the EU’s leverage may be insufficient to prevent
regression (Kochenov 2008; Richter and Wunsch 2020). This has been
evidenced in other post-accession contexts in East-Central Europe,
where formal adoption of EU-compliant laws was followed by a re-
concentration of power once external pressure diminished (Mendelski
2018). In Serbia’s case, the durability of recent judicial and political
reforms will depend on both the strict enforcement of new constitutional
and legal provisions and on the depth of domestic commitment to uphold
the spirit of these reforms, even amid electoral changes or geopolitical
uncertainties (Dzanki¢, Keil and Kmezi¢ 2019). The interplay between
EU conditionality and national politics thus remains critical. Compliance
is not a one-time checklist exercise but a prolonged process of legal and
institutional transformation — one that must be internalized by domestic
institutions to guard against backsliding (Noutcheva 2009). As Serbia
moves forward in the EU accession process, its experience will continue
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to test the effectiveness of EU legal conditionality in fostering genuine
rule-of-law consolidation versus merely transient compliance.

ECONOMIC REFORMS AND GOVERNANCE

Economic transformation has been another focal point of Serbia’s
EU negotiations, intertwined with the political reform agenda. Over
the past decade, Serbia’s economy has undergone significant changes
under the guidance of EU norms and international financial institutions
— from tightening fiscal discipline to improving the business regulatory
environment. Early in the negotiation period, Serbia embarked on
austerity measures and restructuring (especially around 2014-2015,
often in coordination with the IMF), which helped reduce public deficits
and debt, restoring macroeconomic stability. The EU has complemented
these efforts by integrating Serbia (and its Western Balkan peers) into
frameworks like the annual Economic Reform Programme (ERP)
exercise, which mirrors the EU’s own economic governance process and
sets out priority structural reforms to boost competitiveness and growth
(Besimi and Monastiriotis 2019). Reforms have included modernizing tax
administration, overhauling public financial management, simplifying
licensing procedures, and partially privatizing or reorganizing state-
owned enterprises. By conventional metrics, Serbia’s economy in 2024
is more stable and open than it was a decade ago, with moderate growth,
controlled inflation, and substantially increased trade with the EU (the
EU accounts for around two-thirds of Serbia’s trade) — outcomes in line
with the expected benefits of the EU integration process. However, the
depth and sustainability of economic reforms remain in question, as
does the degree to which they translate into convergence with EU living
standards. Analysts note that the Western Balkan region experienced
a notable deceleration in structural reform momentum and economic
convergence after the global financial crisis of 2008 and during
periods when the EU’s enlargement agenda lost priority (Besimi and
Monastiriotis 2019). In Serbia’s case, while headline fiscal and growth
figures improved in the late 2010s, progress on underlying issues —
such as strengthening the rule of law in economic governance, reducing
corruption, and improving the efficiency of the public administration —
was limited. These factors continue to deter higher levels of investment
and innovation. Corruption and bureaucratic inefficiencies impose a
hidden tax on the economy, and Serbia’s governance indicators in areas
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like regulatory quality and control of corruption have seen only modest
improvement, if not stagnation, over the negotiation decade (European
Commission 2023). The concept of “state capture,” whereby well-
connected economic interests and political elites dominate key sectors,
applies to Serbia’s political economy and inhibits truly fair competition
(Richter and Wunsch 2020). Moreover, regional economic studies
suggest that without the credible prospect of imminent EU membership,
governments in the Balkans often lack the incentive to undertake
politically sensitive reforms that could disrupt patronage networks
(Vachudova 2019). Serbia’s reform trajectory supports this argument:
reform spurts often coincided with periods of high EU engagement,
while slowdowns aligned with times of EU ambivalence or domestic
electoral politics. In quantitative terms, research has found a strong
correlation between EU integration milestones and reform adoption in
Southeast Europe (Besimi and Monastiriotis 2019), yet also warns that
in the absence of consistent pressure, partial reforms can plateau. Thus,
economically, Serbia stands at a crossroads a decade into negotiations
— having achieved a basic level of macro-stability and integration with
European markets, but still facing significant structural challenges in
governance and productivity that EU-oriented reforms have not fully
resolved. Completing the “second generation” reforms (e.g., judiciary
effectiveness, property rights enforcement, competition policy) is
essential for Serbia to genuinely catch up with EU economies (Bartlett
and Prica 2017). The coming years will test whether the prospect of EU
accession (potentially revitalized by new EU investment initiatives and
a post-2022 geopolitical push for enlargement) can propel Serbia into
addressing these remaining hurdles in its economic governance.

CONCLUSION: PROSPECTS AND REFLECTIONS
AFTER ADECADE

A decade into Serbia’s EU accession negotiations, the balance
sheet of progress presents a sobering picture of both achievements and
shortcomings. On one hand, the negotiation process has undeniably
anchored Serbia in a framework of European norms: a vast body of EU-
compliant legislation has been adopted, institutions have been created
or reformed on EU models, and the country’s foreign policy narrative
remains tied to eventual EU membership. On the other hand, the quality
of democratic governance and the rule of law in Serbia has not improved
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commensurately with these formal changes, as persistent challenges in
judicial reform and anti-corruption implementation continue to raise
concerns (Richter and Wunsch 2020). This dichotomy underscores
a central lesson of the past decade: EU conditionality can guide and
catalyze reforms, but its effectiveness is heavily contingent on domestic
political will and the credibility of the EU’s offer (Noutcheva 2009). In
Serbia’s case, the interplay between domestic reform constraints and the
EU’s own inconsistencies in applying accession criteria has contributed
to a deceleration of the transformative momentum initially expected
from the integration process. At the same time, EU factors — such as
the slowing pace of enlargement, mixed messages from member states,
and a reluctance to confront authoritarian tendencies forcefully — have
weakened the pull of Europeanization (Vachudova 2019). The result is
a protracted accession journey where technical alignment has advanced,
but normative change lags behind.

Looking forward, the next phase of Serbia’s EU journey will
require reinvigorating the reform momentum and rebuilding mutual trust.
For Serbia, this means demonstrating tangible commitment to core EU
values: implementing laws in good faith, safeguarding media freedom
and pluralism, ensuring independent judiciary and anti-corruption
bodies, and aligning its foreign policy decisively with the EU at critical
moments. These steps are necessary to convince skeptical EU actors that
Serbia’s membership would strengthen, not dilute, the Union’s political
cohesion. For the EU, it may require a recalibration of its approach —
possibly offering incremental rewards (such as phased integration into
single market sectors or observer status in EU institutions) to sustain
incentives, as well as a clearer geopolitical commitment to enlargement
in the Western Balkans to outcompete alternative influences (Dufalla
and Metodieva 2024). Encouragingly, the EU’s renewed attention to
the region (for example, the 2018 “Credible Enlargement Perspective”
strategy and revived high-level engagement in 2021-2023) suggests that
Brussels recognizes the strategic importance of completing the Balkans’
integration. Yet, strategies and promises will only bear fruit if followed
by consistent action. As academic analyses warn, “enlargement fatigue”
and the rise of illiberalism both within the EU and among candidates
could turn the accession process into an empty ritual if not addressed
(Vachudova 2019; Bieber 2020).

In conclusion, Serbia’s decade-long negotiation process vividly
illustrates both the transformative reach and the inherent limits of the
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EU’s enlargement policy. It stands as a test case of whether the EU can
still act as a democratizing force in its neighborhood when confronted
with resilient illiberal politics. The coming years will be decisive: either
Serbia will undertake the profound structural changes necessary to break
the pattern of stalled reforms and meet the EU’s entry standards, or its
European integration aspirations will remain indefinitely unrealized,
reinforcing a regional trend of stagnant Europeanization. The stakes of
this outcome extend beyond Serbia itself — they will signal the future
of EU influence and the prospects of democratic consolidation in the
Western Balkans at a time when the very idea of an “ever-enlarging
Union” hangs in the balance (Anastasakis 2005; Levitsky and Way 2010).
As Serbia and the EU both navigate internal and external challenges,
their negotiation saga enters its second decade with an acute awareness
that the credibility of the EU accession process — and the promise of
a Europe whole, free, and at peace — depends on recoupling formal
progress with substantive democratic change. The lesson of the past ten
years is clear: without genuine political transformation, integration on
paper will not suffice to achieve integration in reality. The task ahead is
to ensure that the next decade delivers on the fundamental reforms that
the first decade has left incomplete, thereby turning Serbia’s European
future from a negotiated possibility into a lived reality (Vachudova 2005;
Grabbe 20006).
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Cuo0onan 3euyeBuh’
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JAEHEHUJA ITPEI'OBOPA:
ITPET'OBAPAYKH ITPOIEC PEITYBJIMKE
CPBMJE CA EBPOIICKOM YHUJOM U
N3A30BU CTPYKTYPHUX PE©OOPMU
JEINNEHUJY KACHUJE™

Pe3ume

[Iponiec mperosopa usmel)y PemyOmuke CpOuje u EBporicke yHuje
(EY), xoju je moueo y janyapy 2014. rogune, cyouno ce ca 3Ha4ajHUM
M3a30BMMa TOKOM MPOTEKJIE JelIeH )€, IITO je TOBEJIO IO MPUBPEMEHOT
3acToja y mpolecy npucrynamwa CpOuje myHonpaBHOM wiaHCTBY EY.
YnpKoc moveTky MpuMeHe peBUANpaHe METOA0I0THje mpomupema BEY
y hebpyapy 2020. roauHe, BEeH HeycIex fa yop3a mpoIec IprucTyama
CpOuje mpousmniia3u U3 3aXTEBHE MPUPOJIE CTPYKTYPHUX PePOPMHE KOje
Cpbuja Mopa na mpeay3Me Kako Ou ce ycKiIaguia ca CTaHaapaama
u npunnunuma EY. OBe pedopme 00yxBarajy paziimyuTe CEKTOPE,
yKIBYdyjyhu npaBocylje, jaBHy yIpaBy ¥ €eKOHOMCKO yIpaBibame. Paj
HCTpaXxKyje y3pOKe 3aCToja y IMPoIIecy IperoBopa, Kao MITo CY MOJIUTHIKH
OTIOP, MHCTHTYIIHOHAIHA OTIIOPHOCT, HEJOCTATaK aIMUHUCTPATUBHUX
KaramureTa ¥ morpeda 3a MHCTUTYIHOHATHOM TpPaHC(HOPMAIjoM
JEIICHN]y HAKOH MOYeTKa Mperopopa y oBuM odnactuma. lltasuie,
MATake KOPYIILMje U BJIaJIaBUHE IIpaBa OCTaje 3Ha4yajaH JPYIITBCHU
u nonutuuku npodiieM. [Ipornec nperosopa Cpouje ca EY je Buiie
IyTa OTKPHO MOTpely 3a yCIOCTaBJbambeM HE3aBUCHOT M €(HKACHOT
MIPaBOCYIHOT CHCTEMA, CIIO00THOT O TIOJIMTHYKOT YTHIIaja U KOPYIIIIH]e.
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Pedopme cy mokpeHnyTe 0K ¢y UCIymeHH oapehenu kpurepujymu,
mTO TMOKa3yje Ae ¢akTo MOocBeheHOCT 3emMJbe HWHTEerpalndjama y
EVY. Kopucrehu merone ananmse cajipikaja JOKyMeHaTa W aHaIIN3e
JIUCKypca, OBaj paja KPUTUYKM HCIUTYyje MelycoOHy HMHTepakiujy
u3Mely myropouHor mperopapadkor npoieca Cpouje ca EBporickoM
YHH]JOM H JISTTUKATHOT Tpoleca crpoBolema CTPYKTYpHHUX pedopMu
y mepuoay on janyapa 2014. mo jamyapa 2024. romune. Pax takohe
KPUTUYKH OICHYje MOJUTHYKE TUMEH3Hje mporeca npommpema EY,
YKJbY4yjyhH acHMeTpu4Hy HpPUMEHY YCIOBJBEHOCTH NPUCTYMama
U HaMeTame MPETXOJHO HeBH)EHUX MOJIMTHYKHX 3axTeBa CpOuju y
nopehemy ca Ipyrum 3emibaMa KaHIUIATHMA.

Kibyune peun: npouec npucrynama EY, peBuaupana merononoruja
MPOILIMpPEa, IMPEroBopu O mpuctynamy EY,
cTpykTypHe pedopme, Cpouja, EBpornicka komucuja,
npxaBe uinanuue EY
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possible development of the joint EU strategic culture, we have used
the comparative analysis of secondary sources, as well as the analysis of
the contents of the EU organs’ documents referring to the narratives and
institutional support to the development of the autonomous collective
strategic thinking and acting. Some special attention has been paid to the
challenges occurring within the process, considering the fact that it is, in
terms of values and interests, potentially a supranational entity having the
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capacity to influence international relations in a relatively independent
way (Fabbrini 2020). The aim is to qualify the state of the Union in the
current geopolitical environment and to identify the elements on which
one may assess this organisation’s strategic development. The acquired
results show that the joint strategic culture is the requirement for the EU
to become an autonomous security participant on the international stage.
A specific finding is the estimate that institutional mechanisms assigned
by the founding agreements do not fit the joint strategic thinking of
the member states, which is currently undermining the prospects of the
development of the joint strategic culture and the EU position in global
affairs.

Keywords: joint identity, joint defence, tradition, sovereignty,
strategic autonomy

INTRODUCTION

The concept of strategic culture implies the existence of a common
perception of threats to the survival and functioning of the political
community. Its significance stems from the fact that in its semantic
field, the reasons for the necessity of collective actions abide, which
contributes to the creation of concord and unity within the community.
Thus observed, it can present the essential characteristic of a credible
defence.

During the last decade, we could witness intensive aspirations
to strengthen defensive and security mechanisms within the European
Union. If observed from the point of political narrative aspect, it
is noticeable that the EU officials and institutions step out with the
thesis that the Union is facing ever greater challenges in the strategic
surroundings. Neither trying to analyse the Joint Foreign and Defence
EU Policies, nor the diplomatic skill often established by dictates,
blackmails, and unwillingness to compromise and coexist, we ought to
take into account that these political narratives imply that the EU member
states are exposed to hostile undertakings tending to cause divisions
among them, along with the foreign interference aiming to discredit the
EU democratic systems. In that context, informative space, both media
and capillary, is daily exposed to the placement of the narratives of the
alleged cyber attacks and campaigns of misinformation against the EU
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members, followed by the campaigns of defaming certain states, marked
as unfriendly or inadequate in terms of their political systems.

Having considered the EU Strategic Compass and space defence
technologies, adopted by the EU Council on March 21, 2022, it has
been pointed out as the document setting up the frame for directing
the defence policy in the decades to come. The EU is proclaimed to
be dedicated to the protection of its citizens, values, and interests, as
well as to the contribution to global peace and security. The current
confrontation between the Russian Federation and Ukraine, at the EU
borders, and especially the Russian progress regarding their military
capacities, primarily the missile technology, the EU views as an
opportunity to reinforce its own defence position and to improve the
cooperation between the member states so as to develop the capacities
for efficiently dealing with the challenges (Council of the European
Union 2022).

The challenges faced by the EU have been more thoroughly
examined in the analytical document European Defence — Readiness
2023, issued by the EU Commission and defining defence threats.
Two threats are prominent there. The first concerns the crises at the
European borders: Russia as the central threat and the Ukraine and
Belarus situation, with the proclamation that the Belarusian authorities
are involved in the act of state terrorism over the European airspace.
As the second threat, there are a few challenges for the global well-
being: Chinese reinforcement of their military presence and wide use
of misinformation and propaganda, the treatment of Hong Kong and
oppression towards the Uyguhrs, the worsening security situation in
Sahel, disturbing the regional peace development while presenting
a huge risk for the Europeans, the unclear future of Syria and Lybia,
challenging matters regarding the strategic direction of Iran and Turkey,
the security situation in Mozambique and Ethiopia, and another reason
for additional huge concern — free access to naval, space, air and cyber
space (European Commission 2023).

At the core of these definitions, there is the regional and global
EU ambition, both in the sense of its further expansion and increasing
the significance of its role in global issues. The EU tendency to develop
a joint strategic culture right now can be seen through the evolution of
security narratives, aligning the Strategic Compass and its consequences
on the acquisition of political autonomy and overcoming the challenges
that disturb the progress of a clear joint strategic culture.
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In general, culture is everything that humans create, alter, or
adjust for themselves (Bauman 1984, 7-8). A well-rounded culture
can be created by a community internally connected with their shared
points of view, customs, interests, beliefs, and the flows of history.
Human societies also create certain patterns of behaviour and reactions
in situations that demand action in international relations. Therefore,
culture encompasses the conceptualisation of threats, challenges, risks,
and the ways of facing them, including the notion of the use of force or
abstaining from it. All of these are covered by the concept of strategic
culture. Strategic culture involves a set of traditions, values, patterns of
behaviour, shared achievements, history, and methods of solving issues
and decision-making (Blagojevi¢ et al. 2025, 16—17). It can describe
and clarify the differences or complementarity with other communities.
Hence, the strategic cultures of the EU member states may be
differentiated. For example, France is a nuclear power fully integrating
the potential use of force into its strategy. On the other hand, due to their
well-known 20th-century experiences of the World Wars, Germany is
quite cautious in its national strategy regarding the use of force. The
other member states, depending on their constitutional systems and
historic experiences, may embody radically different strategic cultures,
such as neutrality, as in the case of Hungary concerning the conflicts
outside the EU territory (Institute for Security Studies 2021).

Therefore, it is justified to pose the question of the extent to which
the contours of the joint EU strategic cultures can be formed. Strategic
culture does not only refer to the institutions or defence tools, but it first
and foremost concerns the exact actions and results, and is expressed
via the activities. In that sense, one may wonder whether the tendency
to the common acceptable narrative can be adequate to provide clarity
in the practical implementation of the EU strategic culture and, within
that frame, whether the narrative promoting the antagonism towards the
Russian Federation can be good enough.

Strategic cultures are no unchangeable phenomena. They evolve
over time, in accordance with new experiences and needs dictated by
the environment and one’s own capacities. When it comes to the EU, in
favour of the creation of a shared feeling of strategic understanding and
active solidarity of the member states, there is the joint distribution of
forces in the operations or missions in the world, or for the protection of
the EU. The existence of a perception of a certain threat to the common
EU values and interests or at least solidarity in relation to that source
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of threat in the region outside the Union, worthy of the readiness to
apply force, may be proven by the contemplation of several European
states to be engaged militarily in the Sahel region (European External
Action 2021). The fact that the missions in Niger and Mali have been
ousted does not diminish the awareness of the EU interest or at least
some of its influential members for this region. The development of
the EU strategic culture, not depending on being in their own, general
or the USA interest, show the interest in the situation of free sailing in
the Guinea Bay, as well as the initiative to deploy naval missions to
the Red sea because of the Yemeni Houthi blockages. Such military
efforts may support functional formats, such as European initiatives for
interventions, instigated by France in September 2017 as a part of their
vision for “sovereign, united and democratic Europe”. Although that is
an attempt for the European states to enable them to take over the greater
responsibility for their own security through joint European intervening
forces and joint doctrine for acting independently from the European
Union, in spite of many viewing this proposal as a tool to overcome the
French frustration due to the EU inability to be engaged in the potential
crises within the member states sphere of influence, the fact is that nine
EU members signed this initiative (Mills 2019, 1). Today, not counting
the help to Ukraine in the conflict with Russia, the EU participates in
peace operations, prevention of conflicts and strengthening international
security with approximately 3.500 military officers and 1.300 civilians
distributed worldwide in 20 EU missions and operations, including eight
military and one civil-military initiative (European External Action
2025).

MILITARY POWER: FROM INTERNATIONAL
MILITARY COOPERATION TO JOINT MILITARY
ENGAGEMENT

Our current practice has shown that the EU tends to be a global
agent. In that respect, joint initiatives offer palpable and concrete
contributions to raising strategic awareness and strategic dialogue among
the member states. They embody the strategic culture on the EU level.

The capacity can operatively act rather rapidly when there
is agreement among member states, and the European Union has
demonstrated that by initiating the military operation in the Mediterranean
(EUNAVFOR MED IRINI). It is primarily the implementation of the
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UN embargo regarding the import of weapons, i.e. the EU contribution
in terms of organising the international law implementation with the help
of their member states joint air, satellite and naval forces. This operation
has secondary tasks that include the prevention of illegal export of oil
from Lybia, enabling and developing the Libyan coast guard and navy
in order to implement the laws at sea, especially those directed against
smuggling and trafficking people, and help considering the mitigation
of smuggling and trafficking people via collecting the information and
patrolling in the open sea (Council of the European Union 2020, 4).

Operatively observed, the EU does have the members of its armed
and security forces distributed in joint missions and operations. In order
to advance its operative engagement and strategic presence in the world,
the Union has developed certain institutional tools. Among them, there
is the capability for military planning and conducting (MPCC), the
staff in charge of operational planning and carrying out the EU military
missions without executive authorisation, founded in 2017 with the
aim of providing faster, more efficient, and effective activities of the
EU as the guarantor of security without its borders (European External
Action). The staff is currently commanding the EU training missions in
Somalia and the Central African Republic, the mission of military help in
Mozambique and Ukraine, and the EU initiative for security and defence
in the Gulf of Guinea.

Secondly, since 2022, there has been the capacity for rapid
distribution, which should enable rapid distribution of the modified
fighting groups with up to 5.000 troops, including land, air, and naval
elements, along with strategic enablers. This capacity was introduced
via the Strategic Compass for Security and Defence, which extends the
Global EU Strategies by establishing actions and instruments that allow
the Union to act faster and more decisively in crises, with MPCC being
the preferred command element (European External Action 2023).

The next tool is the European Peace Fund (EPF), the EU
instrument established in 2021 by the Council decision to reinforce the
EU capability to prevent conflicts, build peace and strengthen security
by financing outside of the regular budget of military mission within
the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) and offering military
help to partner states, among which there are Ukraine, Albania and
Moldova (European Commission 2025).

Finally, there is a Coordinated Maritime Presence (CMP), the tool
enabling the improvement of coordinating naval and air instruments of
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the member states in the regions of interest for the EU Common Security
and Defence Policy. However, that is the specific instrument connected
neither to the missions nor operations. The coordination is conducted
on a voluntary basis, under the chains of command of member states
(European External Action 2024).

This indicates that the EU strategic culture is not built only on
joint perceptions of threats, but through joint project engagement as well.
In that context, permanent structured cooperation as a mechanism within
the Common Security and Defence Policy enables the member states
to cooperate after their own initiative in the development of defence
capacities through shared projects and by undertaking obligations
conceived to improve the EU security and defence. Furthermore, this
implies that strategic awareness, as the essential expression of strategic
culture, is generated through the development of institutional capacities,
too.

It is beyond doubt that the EU is geopolitically facing a more
turbulent world, but there is less consensus on whether it is a more
hostile world and what the EU is supposed to be able to do practically
regarding the differences as perceived by the member states. This is the
consequence of the states having their own strategic cultures based on
history, culture and geographical position. That raises the question of
whether they are an obstacle to the cultivation of the EU strategic culture,
in particular if the EU is accepted as an international organisation not
necessarily having a uniform strategic culture, but a shared one meant
to be built up on the national ones. A dilemma stems from this: can the
common EU strategic culture, with productive impact, be the result of
dialogue and experience apart from the vision of individual member
states?

For the member states to achieve a more coherent approach to the
development of defence capacities, mutual understanding of the use of
power is a must. Strategic culture involves more than just military power;
it refers to security and defence as much as to the geostrategic role of
the EU. Hence, that is actually the political awareness. Nevertheless, a
limited attention paid to the idea proclaimed at the Conference on the
Future of Europe, on the formation of the European Defence Union and
introduction of voting by the qualified majority (Meijer and Klein 2024, 1),
proves that there still is no constructed collective political ambition and
unity to overcome more efficiently the obstacles to the evolution of a
joint strategic culture.
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In relation to the development of strategic culture, one ought
to bear in mind the important aspect is the ideological awareness of
the future generations (Meibauer 2020, 20). In order for values and
interests to have a greater influence on the younger generations, their
comprehension of politics, power, and conflicts can be linked with the
concrete problems of their lives. This demands an active dialogue within
the communities on strategic matters so as to triumph over the passive
influence of movies and social networks in order to stimulate their social
engagement.

As a platform for raising strategic solidarity among member states
in solving the threats, there is the EU Strategic Compass (Council of
the EU and EP 2024). This document follows the defence initiatives
introduced in 2016. It tends to promote the collective understanding of
the EU strategic culture in the sphere of security and defence. Yet, its
effectiveness depends on the proactive approach of member states, so
as to ensure that strategic thinking could be the priority on the political
stage and help the alignment of perceptions and aims (Institute for
Security Studies 2021). This is linked to the issue of whether the strategic
dialogue can substitute historic experience and practice. Momentarily,
the EU is not in the good place in the sense that it lacks capacities
and key initiatives. Thus, a normative instrument such as the Strategic
Compass can add value to the idea and development of the EU strategic
culture by accentuating the importance of defence, but the economies
of the member states have shown an unfavourable trend, while China,
Russia and the USA are getting apart with their military capacities.

It seems that a more frequent distribution of the member states
forces into the civilian and military missions and operations could be
the incentive to the EU strategic culture. A true EU strategic culture
cannot be created without the development of the potential EU responses
originating from the clause on mutual help and the clause on solidarity,
as planned by the Agreement on the EU and the Agreement on the EU
Functioning. The reach of normative acts is there to cast emphasis on
the need for growing interoperability between the armed forces of the
member states and downsizing strategic dependence so as to advance
the capacity for acting and strategic autonomy along with strengthening
the role of the strategic partners of NATO and the USA.

Another significant element of institutional incentives for
building up the EU strategic culture is strategic communication. The EU
institutions and bodies are expected to ensure that defence and security
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are prominent in the political discourse of the EU. While communicating
with the public, the institutions and governments should be open in their
talks on the EU position both globally and geopolitically. Considering
the current lack of EU military power, strategic communication implies
raising the awareness of the key issues related to geopolitics, power and
peace.

STRATEGIC COMPASS AND POSITIONING
OF THE EU AS A SECURITY AGENT

Joint foreign and security EU policy starts with promoting
democracy, human rights, rule of law, and peace, as well as basic values
in international relations and implementation of procedures such as aid,
trade, cultural programmes, and diplomacy, aiming to attract and convince
third countries, their governments, and populations. Such an approach
assures the positioning as a civilian power having the possibility to shape
international norms and values by offering stability and development,
while on the other hand, it has the possibility to act in accordance with
the principles of peace, stability, and cooperation without resorting to
the means of hard power. This foreign policy strategy was fundamental
in establishing the EU’s position in international affairs. The lack of
one’s own hard power was being replaced by the membership of its
members in NATO and strategic partnership with the USA as the global
hegemon. Under the circumstances of new geopolitical challenges,
due to the development of multipolarity and Russia becoming a power
ready to protect its national interests even by force if necessary, the EU
faces the temptation to be formatted as a more active security agent
or to be reduced to a political wing within NATO. To accomplish its
aims and become the effective global (world) geopolitical player, the
EU member states should develop their joint strategic culture, i. e. the
agreed understanding of threats and common approach to defence and
security policy. This transformation and tendency towards the greater EU
independence impose a serious problem: how to achieve joint autonomy
while simultaneously maintaining full political and sovereign control
of every individual member state over their own foreign and security
policy?

The Ukrainian armed conflict has made bare some institutional
and strategic challenges to the creation of the joint EU position; primarily,
some member states are under the USA influence, while the EU has no
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capacity to act outside the articulation of NATO policies, even when
they do not comply with or are against the interests of some members.
The result is the increase in the gap between the EU capabilities and
expectations that undermines the prospects for military coordination and
interoperability (Sorbino 2024, 2).

At the end of the 20™ century and in the early 21* century, soft
power presented the dominant method imposed by the EU in international
relations. This attitude invigorated its agent role, shaping global norms
and values through its policies, not by force. In that sense, the soft
power dimension stood out in the first narrative on European security,
the European Security Strategy from 2003, in which the EU is depicted
as “the power of good” (Council of the European Union 2003). From
this narrative comes the message that it is an agent with the ambition to
improve values and stability internationally (Barbé and Morillas 2019)
and that is dedicated to the construction of a more balanced world order
based on the system of rules (Milksoo 2016).

The EU’s ambition was not in agreement with the new geopolitical
events (for example, the Crimea annexation by the Russian Federation,
unilateral secession of the eastern parts of Ukraine in 2024), which
radically changed the auto-perception of the EU. The new events
have proven that the borders of the EU normative influence and reach.
Therefore, in 2016, they developed a new security strategy called the
EU Global Strategy, presenting a more realistic context of the European
foreign and defence policy (European External Action Service 2016).
The foundation for this security strategy was “responsible engagement”,
aspiring to align strategic tendencies (state resilience, conflict resolution,
regional cooperation, and citizen protection) (Biscop 2022). This strategy
breathes principled pragmatism since it integrates political realism with
strategic goals. That indicates the emergence of hard power with the
tendency to fulfil the integration of practices and policy (Barbé and
Morillas 2019). The statement that security strategies announce the EU
concept as a security agent of some kind with a special identity appears
to be well-grounded (Milksoo 2016, 376).

The outbreak of the Ukrainian war brought back the policy of
force in Europe. Thence the need for a more pragmatic security strategy
of the Union, i. e., Strategic Compass (Council of the European Union
2022). It expresses an ambitious narrative directed to the bettering
of foreign, security and defence policy of the EU until 2030, and the
cultivation of the common strategic culture, and the member states
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are instigated to agree on the key threats to the EU and to develop the
responses together (Scazzieri 2020). This poses the potential base for
the development of a more harmonised approach to the EU security and
defence. The Strategic Compass has received support from the European
Council owing to its pragmatic aspects in terms of integration in defence,
with the focus on Russia as the enemy (Fiott 2023). Four directions of
the EU defence policy have been defined: the development of capacities
for rapid distribution; advancement of the capabilities for predicting
threats through a larger exchange of intelligence; investment in the
technological capacities and military-industrial base; and strengthening
strategic partnerships (Fabbrini 2022, 12). By defining the pillars
(acting, securing, investing, and partnership), the Strategic Compass
sets up the plan for the EU defence in the form of a defence agent and,
consequently, necessarily with the common strategic culture.

For the first time, this security frame introduces the joint estimates
of threats to the member states. This estimate aids the identification
of a string of shared perceived threats, including geopolitical tensions,
military engagement, hybrid tactics, cyber attacks, and terrorism (Fiott
2023). It enables that on the EU level diverse scripts can be predicted,
prepared, and responded to in terms of endangering the Union’s security
(Rodriguez 2022). We may argue that the Strategic Compass represents
an attempt for the dimension of hard power to be integrated into the
European rhetoric of soft power. The most disputed element of “the EU
hard power” is the development of a joint strategic culture, as the member
governments disagree about the importance of military power and the
attitudes on legality and legitimacy of the use of force (Moser 2020,
12). Proposing the joint and integrated approach to defence and security,
this strategy could present the initial step towards the independent EU
political activities in international relations and strategic autonomy.
According to Helwig, the EU is narrowly focusing on its dependence
on the USA as the guarantor of security, and strategic autonomy would
represent its ability to advance a range of its international policies
based on its varying values and interests. In his opinion, without the
advancement in political autonomy, especially when it comes to the
convergence of strategic member cultures, it is difficult to realise the
joint set of norms, strategic evaluations, and patterns of behaviour that
could ease the joint activities in global undertakings (Helwig 2020, 11).
Viewed as the promotion of common priorities, joint estimates of threats,
and harmonisation of defence strategies, the Strategic Compass tends to
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increase the potential of the EU action and thus stimulate the creation of
the joint strategic culture, by which the frame for the joint EU defence
could be strengthened.

CHALLENGES IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF JOINT
EU STRATEGIC CULTURE

Over the years, the EU has perfected its security narratives,
but in practice, there is still an array of challenges preventing it from
developing its strategic culture. Some of these challenges stood out in
the EU’s reactions to the Ukraine conflict. Several issues have been
noticed there, all stemming from the founding agreements, such as lack
of appropriate supranational jurisdiction and reaching relevant decisions
when unanimous voting is required (Fabbrini 2022, 11). In theory, two
general challenges to the development of agreed and consistent political
autonomy exist: one is institutional, the other is strategic.

Considering the institutional level, the fact is that valid founding
EU agreements predict foreign, security and defence policy to be
conditioned by the approval of member states, which may have different
national priorities. Due to that, the decisions in these fields depend on
the approval and voluntary agreement of member states, which may have
different visions and therefore delay coming to a mutual consensus on the
international stage. Hence, coherent EU actions have no supremacy over
the right of veto and obligation of unanimity, which objectively are the
source of authority of member states, even at the price of togetherness.
Unanimity frequently disrupted the EU’s foreign policy agility and
the tendency of “the ever closer Union”, which has led to the EU’s
inability to act as a uniform and quick global agent. Strategic autonomy
cannot be separated from foreign policy strategy. In order to achieve
that autonomy, the EU ought to be able to maintain unity and reach a
balance between autonomous articulation of its jurisdiction in various
areas of politics on the international level, its engagement with strategic
partners, and duties in the context of global management arrangements
(Pirozzi and Ntousas 2019, 7). Inter-government logic often complicates
the development of the strong “institutional autonomy” (Helwig 2020),
which generates important challenges in the formulation of joint strategic
culture. The obstacle lies in aligning different national priorities and
their filtration through institutional channels to coordinate them with the
Union attitude. Institutional fragmentation, caused by the right of veto
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and the need for unanimity, makes the EU less aligned when faced with
situations requiring fast decisions. This was the most obvious during
the Ukraine conflict, where the initiatives of the EU and some member
states came across the opposition of some other members, so they were
postponed (Psara 2024). The use of the right of veto disturbed the
decision-making process, thus limiting the ability of the EU to respond
to the conflict as an organisation, which some interpret as the demand
for unanimity that is harmful for the EU’s ability to act efficiently and
fast. According to Koenig, Article 44 of the EU Agreement enables the
Council to confer unanimously the conduct of a mission or operation to
the group of willing and able member states that would consequently
internally agree on the governing, but this clause has never been put
to use. The Strategic Compass proclaims that the states until 2023 are
“to decide on practical modalities for implementing Article 44”, but
the problem occurs because this clause initially requires a unanimous
decision (Koenig 2022, 7).

From the strategic point of view, apart from having different
strategic interests, every member state experiences the threats
differently. “European defence depends on the degree to which the
European strategic cultures converge, from cooperating among the
Europeans in the creation of new military capabilities and the role that
the Europeans are willing to play so as to preserve their own security”
(Grevi 2022, 100). Strategic cacophony is especially noticeable during
the Ukraine conflict, where the Union struggled to align the European
collective interest with the combination of different national strategic
cultures, interests, and policies. Such heterogeneity of strategic thinking
complicates the adoption of the common line in the EU foreign policy
and subsequently - the joint strategic culture.

The presence of institutional and strategic challenges is
contributing to deepening the gap between the EU’s capabilities and
expectations, i.e., a profound dichotomy between what the EU is
expected to do and its real operative abilities (Hill 1993). This difficulty
in balancing the will and ability to act makes the entire development
of joint strategic culture even harder, which also goes for strategic
autonomy. The inability for the tendencies imposed by the organisation
to be aligned with the EU operative realities reaches the position of
a united and influential participant in international relations (Fabbrini
2022). The discrepancy between desires and possibilities is limiting the
EU’s ability to formulate and carry out the policies that would express
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an aligned strategic vision of its member states and also to achieve
autonomy on the global stage. In that sense, Josep Borrell, a former
high EU representative for foreign affairs, recognised that “security and
defence probably are the area in the EU integration with the largest gap
between expectations and results. Between what we could be, what the
citizens demand and what we are achieving” (Borrell 2022).

Under the circumstances of a non-existent appropriate joint
strategic culture of the EU, one may expect the lack of interoperability
of member states military capacities. This discrepancy results in the
problem of coordinating defensive efforts and establishing a unified
front in terms of international security. Namely, without a clear common
strategic frame, the members are exposed to the difficulties in the efficient
alignment of their operational doctrines, which is essential for their joint
reactions to crises and operations. The EU military operations demand
from the EU at least the convergence of member states national strategic
cultures, just to reach “better joint understanding of crises and conflicts,
better preparations, readiness, and increase in interoperability between
the armed forces and faster decision-making”. The EU initiative for
interventions is to be observed in that context, as proposed by the French
president, not to create the new forces on alert, but to develop the joint
strategic culture. A more detailed analysis of the differences between the
EU members shows the challenges faced by this joint culture-building
ambition (Zandee and Kruijver 2019, 31, 27). The development of the
joint EU strategic culture still appears to be limited by the member
states’ preferences. We can discern that strategic ambiguity on how
the EU would intervene suffers from the fundamental lack of political
will to act, particularly without the USA’s participation (Gallo et al.
2024, 6-7). Anyway, in spite of the differences regarding strategic aims
and instruments, national strategic cultures have displayed a certain
approach in their perceptions of strategic environment, so it looks like
they are recognising the EU as a legitimate and favourable platform for
cooperation in the field of security and defence. This demonstrates that
we should not neglect the prospects for the emergence of the European
strategic culture and Joint Security and Defence EU Policy (Mi 2022,
575). In relation to this, the doctrine points to the growing participation
of the EU in international operations of managing crises and stabilisation,
including the joint operations with NATO and the United Nations. We
are not to deny the existence of the awareness of the joint strategic
culture being of vital significance for the fulfilment of the EU ambition
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to be the active global agent (Schmidt and Zyla 2013, 8). In case it fails,
its actions will be more based on the flexibility of member states than
on the unity.

CONCLUSION

The joint strategic culture is the indispensable condition for the EU
to become an independent security participant on the international stage.
At the moment, the differences in strategic thinking of its member states,
under the circumstances of legally assigned institutional mechanisms,
are undermining the prospects for its development.

As the elements that the narrative dimension of the development
of the joint strategic culture is founded upon today, the theory recognises
peace, multilateralism, and an all-embracing approach to security, since
the identity of the Union as “a peace project” is based on their fulfilment.

The things that can subvert the efficient activities of the EU
internationally are the differences in the national member states national
strategic cultures. Because of that, some authors are rightfully skeptical
concerning the possibilities of developing a truly joint EU strategic
culture.

If the obstacles are overcome and this culture is developed, the EU
strategic culture, just like national strategic cultures, will not be static
and given once and for all, but it will develop through new experiences,
political initiatives, and crises. In that sense, we may consider that within
the EU there is an awareness of long-term strategic thinking and that
the organisation is equipped with the means and instruments for more
aligned and productive global activities.

A special step towards greater unity is represented by the Strategic
Compass document, which demonstrates the ambition to strengthen the
EU’s security and defence abilities and to coordinate joint actions more
effectively.

What can be derived as the broadest conclusion is that the narrative
by which the EU attributes itself the axiological characteristics, such as
“the power of good”, or the bastion of values internationally accepted
as the civilisational standard, for example human rights, or democracy,
can impede the development of the joint strategic culture as the Union is
thus led to the arbiter position, which cannot present the strategic interest
of the member states.
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traditional bureaucratic models of strategic planning. The subject of this
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learning algorithms, the ARES model enables advanced simulations (Al
wargaming) that filter out bureaucratic biases. Through the application
of modeling, analysis, and synthesis methods, the paper indicates that
the implementation of predictive analytics within the state apparatus
is sustainable only through the normative synergy of the ISO 31000
and ISO/IEC 42001 standards. The results show that the intersection
of classical geopolitical methodology and predictive analytics (Al
wargaming) substantially shortens the state’s reaction time to hybrid
threats. It is concluded that the algorithmization of risk assessment
does not abolish doctrinal sovereignty but rather strengthens it, with the
mandatory condition of retaining the Human-in-the-Loop mechanism in
strategic decision-making.

Keywords: artificial intelligence, geopolitics, ARES model, national
security, predictive analytics, multipolarity, hyperwar,
asymmetric deterrence

INTRODUCTION

The contemporary security environment requires a radical
redefinition of state planning instruments. The problem of contemporary
strategic planning lies in the fact that in the current VUCA' environment
(volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity), the speed of
generating change exponentially surpasses the analytical and operational
capacities of the traditional bureaucratic apparatus. With the entry into
the era of artificial intelligence (Al), the nature of strategy is changing
irreversibly. As Henry Kissinger warns, algorithms perceive reality and
process variables with a speed and scope that surpass human cognition,
thus states that do not integrate these capacities risk strategic paralysis
(Kissinger, Schmidt and Huttenlocher 2021).

However, although artificial intelligence is unequivocally
positioned as a key tool for accelerating the strategic decision-making
process, it is necessary to point out one doctrinal fact: algorithms
are essentially “blind” if they are not fed with adequate geopolitical

' The term VUCA itself was first used by the US Army War College to describe the
chaotic post-Cold War world. VUCA is an acronym for: Volatility, Uncertainty,
Complexity, and Ambiguity.
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parameters. Starting from the postulates of the contemporary
geopolitical school and Professor Milomir Stepi¢, space, resources, and
demographics remain inexorable constants of power. Thus, an algorithm
that has not integrated these key geopolitical indicators does not generate
a prediction, but rather a technological illusion. Precisely in bridging this
gap, between geopolitical reality and algorithmic speed, lies the need for
developing new theoretical and practical instruments.

The primary research question this paper answers is: In what
way can classical geopolitical, geoeconomic, and demographic factors
be algorithmically quantified and integrated into artificial intelligence
systems for the purpose of continuous and accelerated risk assessment?
Accordingly, the subject and goal of this paper is to present the
conceptual architecture of the Al-Driven Risk & Environment Strategy
model (ARES) through the integration of contemporary geopolitical
methodology, thereby offering the national security system an innovative
instrument for predictive adaptation.

In accordance with the defined problem and objectives, the
central hypothesis of the paper assumes that the intersection of classical
geopolitical methodology and predictive analytics tools (Al wargaming)
through the ARES model substantially shortens the state’s reaction
time to hybrid threats. This hypothesis is supplemented by a derived
assumption claiming that the algorithmization of risk assessment is
sustainable exclusively through the normative synergy of international
standards (International Organization for Standardization [ISO] 2018;
ISO 2023), with the mandatory retention of the Human-in-the-Loop
mechanism to preserve state sovereignty.

To achieve the research objectives and test the hypotheses, an
appropriate methodology has been applied in the paper. The basic
research relies on the hypothetical-deductive method. Modeling
was used for the conceptualization and development of the system
architecture, while content analysis and synthesis methods were applied
in the theoretical part of the paper, primarily in the study of relevant
geopolitical literature and current ISO standards in the fields of risk
management and high technologies.

The structure of the paper directly follows the logic of the
presented methodological framework. The first chapter analyzes the
geopolitical paradigm of multipolarity and defines key indicators (space,
resources, demographics) according to contemporary geopolitical theory.
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The second chapter presents the architecture of the ARES model itself
and explains the normative framework necessary for its implementation.
The third chapter provides the central synthesis of the paper, explaining
the mechanism of quantification of spatial inputs in algorithmic
simulations. The fourth chapter elaborates on the doctrinal control of
the system through the Human-in-the-Loop mechanism, followed by a
conclusion that sublimates the main findings and offers guidelines for
further research.

THE GEOPOLITICAL PARADIGM
OF MULTIPOLARITY AS A BASIS FOR
THREAT ASSESSMENT

The crisis of traditional strategic planning is a direct consequence
of an inadequate perception of the contemporary international order.
Instead of the previous monopolar structure, contemporary international
relations are in an accelerated process of transition towards multipolarity.
Although a multipolar order is not yet fully shaped, the certainty of its
arrival already dictates a new geopolitical reality. In this transition phase,
alongside the individually strongest United States and the European
Union as a whole, China and Russia are taking on an increasingly
significant role, while states like India, Japan, and Brazil are also aspiring
to the status of serious powers (Despotovi¢ 1 Glisin 2021, 90-97).

Such a transition from a unipolar system does not represent just a
mere change in the number of great powers, but a fundamental structural
break that generates an exponential growth of instability and uncertainty.
John Mearsheimer, one of the leading theorists of offensive realism,
convincingly proves that multipolar systems are inherently more prone
to conflict compared to bipolar or unipolar orders. The reason for this lies
in the fact that a larger number of actors in the struggle for supremacy
dramatically increases the possibility of misperceiving others’ intentions
and capacities (Mearsheimer 2001). In an environment characterized by
the return of relentless great power rivalry, national security strategy can
no longer rely solely on descriptive political assessments or outdated
liberal doctrines from the “end of history” era (Fukuyama 1992), but
must be grounded in a strict geopolitical methodology.

Although dizzying technological development at the end of
the 20™ century created an illusion that geographic space had been
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overcome, contemporary theory sharply refutes such a stance. Robert
D. Kaplan, in his capital work The Revenge of Geography, warns that
physical geography, relief, climate, and demographics remain permanent
determinants of the fate of states, and that international crises cannot
be properly understood without returning to the map and spatial laws
(Kaplan 2012). Similarly, prominent British strategist Colin S. Gray
notes that strategy must always be “anchored” in space, because physical
reality limits or enables the projection of state power (Gray 1999). In
conditions of a certain transition to a multipolar order, geopolitics
has not been suppressed under the pressure of globalization; it has
become more complex and dangerous. Classical territorial struggle has
evolved into competition for control of critical geoeconomic corridors,
technological hubs, and energy resources. This view directly corresponds
to the theses of Zbigniew Brzezinski, who defines geopolitical space
precisely through the necessity of controlling key geostrategic points on
the global chessboard (Brzezinski 1997). Additionally, as Joseph Nye
points out, the nature of power is undergoing a transformation in the
information age, where technological superiority and network control
become equally important existential factors as classical military force
(Nye 2011).

The structural break brought about by the transition to multipolarity
cannot be fully understood without reference to Kenneth Waltz’s theory
of neorealism. In his seminal work Theory of International Politics,
Waltz postulates that the international system is anarchic by nature, and
that the system’s structure itself — specifically the distribution of power
among actors — relentlessly dictates the behavior of states whose primary
goal is solely survival (Waltz 1979). Analyzing the stability of various
orders, Waltz proves with mathematical precision that multipolar systems
are inherently more unstable than bipolar ones. In a configuration with
more than two great powers, the flexibility of alliances paradoxically
leads to the rigidity of strategies. States are constantly exposed to the risk
of fatal errors in assessing the intentions of opponents and the reliability
of partners. It is precisely this Waltzian “structural uncertainty” of
the emerging multipolarity that represents the environment in which
traditional, linear models of risk assessment collapse.

This anarchic structure is particularly merciless toward small
states. Great powers, acting as active geostrategy players, possess the
luxury of so-called strategic depth. Their massive spatial, economic,
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and demographic weight allows them to absorb the consequences of
incorrect geopolitical assessments and survive the first blow. In contrast,
small states are most often found in the role of geopolitical pivots,
whose delicate position arises exclusively from a sensitive geographical
location that makes them objects of constant competition between great
powers (Despotovi¢ i Glisin 2021, 165-166). As such, states of lesser
demographic and spatial weight do not possess a margin for strategic
error. Their survival in the emerging multipolar chaos directly depends
on the ability for timely balancing, precise hedging (strategic insurance),
and escalatory control. This thesis is confirmed by Barry Posen, whose
research on state strategies in a multipolar system proves that smaller
actors must develop superior mechanisms for threat prediction to
compensate for the lack of strategic depth (Posen 2009). Hence, the
introduction of predictive analytics systems into the state apparatus of
small countries is not a mere matter of technological prestige, but a
supreme existential imperative. They must compensate for their obvious
lack of so-called hard power with superior decision-making speed, which
can only be achieved through the algorithmization of risk assessment.
Relying on such a global theoretical framework, it is necessary
to view contemporary security challenges through the prism of relevant
domestic scientific thought. As Professor Milomir Stepi¢ explains in
his study, Geopolitics: Ideas, Theories, Conceptions, geopolitical
methodology requires a synthetic examination of the interdependence
of spatial, demographic, resource, and economic factors (Stepi¢ 2016).
These factors are not abstract categories but inexorable constants
that determine national power and a state’s capacity for survival in
an environment of emerging multipolarity. This transitional phase is
no longer just a theoretical perspective of transition, but a processual
geopolitical reality that definitively shapes the modern world. To properly
perceive this complex, contemporary geopolitics must be applied as a
synthesis science that requires an eclectic approach, combining realistic
observation and abstract thinking. Such a geopolitical method requires
decision-makers to possess skills (techne), knowledge (episteme), and
practical wisdom (phronesis) in the purposeful consideration of state
interests (Glisin 2024, 84—87; Despotovic i Glisin 2021). In this context,
Stepi¢’s methodological approach indicates that the degree of threat to
a state can only be assessed through a multidimensional intersection of
the aforementioned factors. For example, a bare physical-geographical
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position (space) gains its real security valence only when intersected
with demographic trends, infrastructural capacities, and access to vital
resources. More precisely, according to contemporary geopolitical
systematization, the actual status of a state is determined through
a dynamic correlation of six key criteria: 1) geographical position
in relation to relief and resources, 2) characteristics of the regional
environment, 3) the network of transport corridors, 4) internal-political
structure, 5) foreign-policy conduct, and 6) military-strategic position
(Glisin 2024, 88). The final interaction of these parameters defines the
geopolitical fate of a state, placing it in one of four types of geopolitical
positions: buffer, frontier, surrounded position, or the most sensitive —
island position (GliSin 2024, 89). This multidimensionality creates an
extremely complex matrix of variables that are constantly transforming.

What further complicates the emerging multipolarity is the speed
at which these variables intersect and mutate, creating a deeply non-
linear environment. Nassim Nicholas Taleb, a risk theorist and author
of the “Black Swan” concept, proves that such complex systems are
extremely fragile and susceptible to rare, unpredictable events with
extreme consequences (Taleb 2010). Traditional risk assessment
mechanisms within the state apparatus are based on linear extrapolation
of the past, which makes them completely blind to the “black swans”
of contemporary geopolitics. In conditions where a single geoeconomic
sanction, a sudden disruption of the supply chain, or the use of
asymmetric weapons (such as drone swarms) can change the regional
balance of power within a matter of hours, existing decision-making
models become dangerously slow (Pori¢ i Glisin 2023; Glisin and
Milasinovi¢ 2025).

The main institutional problem lies precisely in this
methodological complexity and speed of change. Michael C. Horowitz
analyzes this vulnerability in detail in his studies on the diffusion of
military power, proving that the mere possession of technology is
insufficient if the state apparatus does not possess the organizational
ability to integrate it into a rapid decision-making process (Horowitz
2010). The traditional bureaucratic apparatus clearly lacks the analytical
and operational capacity necessary to timely process thousands of
intersecting geopolitical indicators. A human analyst, burdened by
cognitive biases and biologically limited data processing power, is
capable of recognizing a general political trend but cannot calculate all
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its exponential consequences in real-time. This is particularly evident
when those consequences are obscured by the ambiguity of moves made
by other international actors.

In order for classical geopolitical methodology, from Mearsheimer
and Kaplan to Stepi¢, to achieve its full potential in the contemporary
security environment, its key factors must be translated from qualitative
descriptions into quantitative values. Space, resources, and demographics
must become measurable indicators, converted into machine-readable
inputs. Only such quantification enables the overcoming of the
previously mentioned human limitations and creates a secure basis
for algorithmic risk assessment. It is precisely this quantification that,
through the development of the ARES model, will ensure strategic
adaptability and continuity of decision-making in the era of hyper-
information confrontation.

ARCHITECTURE OF THE ARES MODEL IN THE
NATIONAL SECURITY SYSTEM

In order to translate the exponential complexity of the geopolitical
environment into an operational system capable of predictive action, it
is necessary to develop a specific algorithmic framework. In response
to this requirement, the conceptual architecture of the ARES model
(Al-Driven Risk & Environment Strategy) was created. This model
represents a synthesis of advanced machine learning methods and
classical strategic analysis, designed with the aim of eliminating the
reactive delay of the state apparatus.

Viewed through the prism of military theory, the ARES model
essentially represents an algorithmic accelerator of the OODA loop
(Observe, Orient, Decide, Act). As postulated by military strategist John
Boyd, victory in complex conflicts is won by the side that completes this
cognitive cycle faster, forcing the opponent to react to already outdated
information (Boyd 1986).
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Graph 1. Phases of the operational architecture of the ARES model
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The basic architecture of the ARES model unfolds through five
successive and interdependent phases:

1. Data Ingestion: Continuous collection and structuring of
multimodal data. In this phase, geopolitical indicators (space,
resources, demographics) are translated into machine-readable
vectors.

2. Algorithmic Assessment: Application of deep learning for pattern
recognition in collected data, thereby identifying anomalies that
indicate early stages of hybrid or conventional threats.

3. Wargaming (Algorithmic War Games): A phase in which the
system uses reinforcement learning (Reinforcement Learning)
to generate thousands of simulated crisis scenarios. Relying on
the achievements postulated in this field by Richard Sutton and
Andrew Barto (Sutton and Barto 2018), the system analyzes
millions of potential moves to find the optimal strategic option.

4. Human-in-the-Loop (HITL): A key control point where decision—
makers (military and political leadership) verify algorithmically
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offered options, thereby maintaining a doctrinal monopoly over

the use of state power.

5. Dynamic Adaptation: A feedback learning phase where the
system, based on the decision made and its actual consequences
on the ground, recalibrates its future assessments.

The implementation of such an advanced system into the state
apparatus cannot take place in a legal and ethical vacuum. Experts in
autonomous systems, such as Paul Scharre, warn that unlimited reliance
on autonomous algorithms in national security can lead to undesired
escalation of conflict, namely, entering an uncontrolled “hyperwar”
(Scharre 2018). Therefore, the ARES model must rest on a strict
normative framework consisting of international standards. The ISO
31000 standard provides an umbrella methodology for risk management,
defining principles that ensure the assessment is transparent and
integral (ISO 2018). On the other hand, the application of the ISO/
IEC 42001 standard (Information technology — Artificial intelligence —
Management system) guarantees that the algorithms used in the ARES
model are subject to review, ethically aligned, and protected from
external manipulations (ISO 2023). This normative synergy ensures that
technology remains a secure instrument of the state.

The key value of implementing predictive analytics and machine
learning through the described architecture is reflected in overcoming
human cognitive biases, which represent the main cause of fatal delays in
strategic decision-making. This problem directly leans on the concept of
“bounded rationality” (Bounded Rationality) founded by Nobel laureate
Herbert Simon (Herbert Simon). Simon proves that decision-makers in
administrative systems, faced with too much information and limited
time, do not have the capacity to make optimal, but only “satisficing”
decisions (Simon 1957). Building on that, Daniel Kahneman (Daniel
Kahneman), a Nobel Prize winner and leading world authority on the
psychology of decision-making, proved that the human mind under
pressure of stress and uncertainty instinctively resorts to heuristics —
simplified patterns of reasoning that lead to systemic errors (Kahneman
2011). A deeper analysis of these cognitive limitations within traditional
bureaucratic structures reveals a fundamental weakness of the state
apparatus in crisis situations. As Irving Janis (Irving Janis) proved in
his classic study, crisis staffs and political leaderships are extremely
susceptible to the phenomenon of “groupthink” (Groupthink), a
psychological mechanism where the pursuit of internal consensus
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and loyalty overrides a critical analysis of alternative and unpopular
options (Janis 1982). In high-stress VUCA conditions, military and
political leaders instinctively reject information that does not fit into
existing, often outdated doctrinal frameworks. Additionally, according
to the bureaucratic model of decision-making developed by Graham
Allison, state strategies rarely represent the product of pure rational
choice; they are most often the result of inertia, compromise, and rivalry
between different security agencies and ministries (Allison 1971). This
institutional inertia and cognitive blindness represent a fatal threat to
national security, as they prevent the timely recognition of hybrid threats
that do not fit into the patterns of past wars.

It is precisely in neutralizing this human factor that the
“Algorithmic Assessment” phase within the ARES model demonstrates
its critical doctrinal value. By utilizing deep neural network architectures
(Deep Learning), the system mathematically filters out bureaucratic
noise. Unlike a human, an algorithm does not suffer from the need
for consensus, is not subject to the authority of rank or position, and
lacks career-driven motives to ignore politically inconvenient data. Its
task is solely the cold identification of hidden patterns and geopolitical
anomalies. In this way, the ARES model functions as a relentlessly
objective “devil’s advocate” within the strategic planning room. It
compels decision-makers to step out of their comfort zones and confront
exact mathematical probabilities, rather than relying on conventional
bureaucratic wisdom that, in a multipolar world, guarantees strategic
defeat.

In geopolitical crises, leaders and analysts often suffer from
“confirmation bias” (seeking information that validates pre-existing
beliefs) and an inability to intuitively comprehend the exponential growth
of threats. Philip Tetlock, whose decades of research on geopolitical
forecasting set new benchmarks for the intelligence community, points
out that algorithms dramatically outperform human experts, specifically
in their ability to synthesize vast numbers of heterogeneous variables
without emotional attachment to prior assessments (Tetlock and Gardner
2015). By eliminating these biological cognitive barriers, the ARES
model allows decision-makers to perceive crises with mathematical
objectivity and react proactively, converting algorithmic speed into a
decisive strategic advantage.
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INTEGRATION OF GEOPOLITICAL
METHODOLOGY INTO A1 WARGAMING INPUTS

The greatest epistemological challenge in applying artificial
intelligence within political and security sciences lies in the necessity
of quantifying qualitative phenomena. While traditional geopolitical
assessments are often narrative and descriptive in nature, machine
learning algorithms require strict mathematical values. Hence, the central
scientific contribution of the ARES model lies precisely in the “Data
Ingestion” phase, which represents a methodological bridge between
classical geopolitical theory and contemporary computational logic.

In order to translate Stepi¢’s paradigm of space, resources, and
demographics into a language that a computer understands, these
factors must be ontologically restructured. Judea Pearl, a Turing
Award winner and a leading world authority on causal reasoning
in artificial intelligence, proves that complex social relations can be
algorithmically processed only if they are converted into precise causal
models and Bayesian networks (Pearl 1988). Accordingly, the ARES
model does not read geopolitical analyses as text but deconstructs them
into multidimensional mathematical tensors. In the ingestion phase,
geopolitical space is no longer viewed as a static map, but as a dynamic
network of nodes and edges, where every geographical, demographic,
or economic element receives its numerical weight based on its current
strategic value within the multipolar system.

The operationalization of this concept within the ARES model
relies on a mathematical framework known as the Markov Decision
Process (MDP). As Stuart Russell and Peter Norvig state in their
seminal work on artificial intelligence, an MDP represents a standard
mathematical model for decision-making scenarios where the decision-
maker consciously executes actions within their control, while the
ultimate outcomes remain subject to the inherent unpredictability and
probabilistic dynamics of the environment (Russell and Norvig 2021,
552-554). In the context of national security, the current geopolitical
situation represents the “State” (S), while the diplomatic, economic,
or military moves of the state are “Actions” (A). Translating Stepi¢’s
factors into MDP inputs in practice looks like this:

1. Demographic Factors: Demographic decline is described in
traditional analysis as a long-term risk. However, in the ARES
model, demographics become a dynamic vector that continuously
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updates data on age structure, fertility rates, and migration

balance. If the system detects a decline in the conscription

contingent below a critical level, the algorithm quantifies this as
an exponential drop in defensive power (a reward penalty in the

MDP), which directly affects simulations of future conventional

conflicts, signaling to state leadership that the strategic focus must

shift from a mass army to autonomous systems.

2. Energy Hubs and Resource Routes: Control over energy resources
is quantified through graph theory. Pipelines, ports, and strategic
straits are assigned values as “critical nodes.” If a geoeconomic
crisis blocks a certain supply route, the system instantly
recalculates the consequences of that blockade on the national
economy and military combat readiness.

3. Geoeconomic Sanctions: Instead of political speculation about the
consequences of sanctions, they are entered into the algorithm as
mathematical “friction variables.” Sanctions alter the “Transition
Probability Matrix,” limiting the set of available state actions and
forcing the algorithm to seek new, asymmetric paths to achieve
strategic goals.

The operationalization of the ARES model through Markov
processes gains its full security and strategic weight only when
geopolitical inputs are intersected with the phenomena of contemporary
technological confrontation, primarily in the context of so-called
hyperwar and the application of autonomous drone swarms. As defined
by US General John Allen and Amir Husain, hyperwar represents a
new type of conflict in which human reaction time is almost entirely
eliminated from the tactical decision-making chain, as algorithms
analyze targets and execute strikes in microseconds (Allen and Husain
2017). In such an extreme environment, traditional, cumbersome, and
expensive military platforms — such as conventional armored divisions
or massive air defense systems — become extremely vulnerable to
massed, cheap, and networked drone swarms (Swarm Intelligence)
centrally managed by artificial intelligence. P. W. Singer elaborates on
this paradigm in detail, pointing out that the introduction of autonomous
robotics to the battlefield fundamentally changes the character of war,
making expensive, centralized conventional systems obsolete in the face
of distributed algorithmic threats (Singer 2009).

By integrating these parameters, the ARES model does not
function exclusively as an early warning system but becomes a
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supreme instrument of asymmetric deterrence, which is of existential
importance for the strategic positioning of small states. Instead of a small
state attempting to match great powers in the quantity of conventional
weaponry — which is spatially and demographically impossible — the
system uses algorithmic simulations to find points of cognitive and
tactical superiority. This approach directly draws on the concepts of
David Kilcullen, who proves that smaller state actors can and must use
commercial, readily available technologies (such as drone swarms) to
develop effective asymmetric methods of countering the traditional
military power of great powers (Kilcullen 2020).

The ARES algorithm simulates the interaction between an
attacking conventional formation and a defensive autonomous swarm,
generating thousands of scenarios in which a spatially inferior but
technologically networked side can inflict mathematically unacceptable
damage on an aggressor. If the model proves through wargaming that
the speed of an autonomous response lowers the probability of an
opponent’s success below a critical threshold, the state achieves a
deterrent effect not through brutal military mass, but through superior
algorithmic decision-making speed and the projection of asymmetric
risk. As General Mick Ryan observes, in modern competition, a state’s
ability to achieve a “cognitive edge” through the integration of humans
and machines becomes the primary factor of deterrence, surpassing
mere physical mass of troops (Ryan 2022). Through this mechanism,
artificial intelligence ceases to be just an analytical tool and becomes an
equal element of national power, capable of neutralizing deficiencies in
traditional geopolitical constants.

The crown of this methodological synthesis is reflected in
the ability of the ARES model to conduct advanced Al wargaming
simulations in real-time. When quantified geopolitical data are entered
into the system, the model uses reinforcement learning algorithms and
Monte Carlo Tree Search (MCTS). This same architecture was used
by the DeepMind team (Silver et al. 2016) when creating the AlphaGo
system that defeated a human world champion. Although geopolitics
is incomparably more complex than a board game, the essential logic
of the algorithm remains the same: the computer does not analyze only
the current state, but plays out millions of potential “What-If” scenarios
(war games) in advance, exploring all possible moves of the opponent
and its own responses to them.
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In such an environment, classical conflict theories receive their
final technological confirmation. Thomas Schelling, a Nobel laureate
and pioneer of game theory in nuclear strategy, postulated that conflicts
are won not only by force but by superior calculation of the opponent’s
intentions and options (Schelling 1980). The ARES model does exactly
that; it simulates thousands of iterations of hybrid attacks, economic
pressures, or military provocations, calculating the probability of success
for each individual countermeasure.

The final advantage of such a synthesis is immeasurable: while
a human crisis staff in high-stress and VUCA environments needs days
to develop three to four realistic scenarios, the ARES model offers
decision-makers a mathematically verified map of optimal strategic
options within a few hours. The system thus does not make the final
political decision but enables the leader to base their decision on an
exact, algorithmically proven prediction, thereby reducing strategic
surprise to an absolute minimum.

THE ROLE OF HUMANS IN THE AGE
OF ALGORITHMS

Although the implementation of artificial intelligence systems
dramatically accelerates the processes of risk assessment and the
generation of strategic options, there is a fundamental danger in
equating algorithmic superiority with political wisdom. Technological
determinism, which advocates for the full autonomy of machines in the
national security system, neglects the basic nature of conflicts. Drawing
on the timeless thought of Carl von Clausewitz, war and strategy are not
isolated mathematical phenomena but represent the continuation of state
policy by other means (Klauzevic 1951). This Clausewitzian paradigm
in the context of autonomous systems is actualized by Kenneth Payne,
who proves that while algorithms fundamentally change the tactical
dynamics of the battlefield, the political and psychological character of
conflict itself remains deeply rooted in human nature (Payne 2021). An
algorithm, no matter how sophisticated, does not possess the capacity
to understand political context, empathy for human losses, or moral
responsibility for shed blood. Therefore, leaving the final decision to a
machine does not represent technological progress but an abdication of
state sovereignty.
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In the architecture of the ARES model, this challenge is addressed
through the strict application of the Human-in-the-Loop (HITL) concept.
This doctrinal mechanism requires artificial intelligence to perform the
role of a cognitive partner (the so-called centaur model), while humans
retain the role of the supreme strategic arbiter. The “centaur model”
concept is further elaborated by General Mick Ryan, emphasizing that
the modern national security architecture must rest on hybrid teams
(Human-Machine Teaming), where the machine generates assessments
at a speed inaccessible to humans, while humans retain the exclusive
right to make contextual and value-based judgments (Ryan 2022). This is
supported by Christian Brose, one of the leading American strategists for
integrating new technologies into defense systems, who, in his study 7The
Kill Chain, explains in detail that the goal of artificial intelligence is not
to remove humans from the “decision-making chain,” but to free them
from micro-analytics so that they can make macro-strategic decisions in
microseconds (Brose 2020). The machine processes geopolitical data,
predicts opponent moves, and offers optimal vectors of action, but the
human operator — meaning the state leadership — must authorize the
execution of the action.

Retaining human control is not only an ethical issue but a supreme
security imperative, especially in the context of the survival strategy
of smaller states in a complex multipolar world. For states of lesser
demographic and spatial weight, which rely on hedging (strategic
insurance) and balancing strategies within the intensified rivalry of great
powers, there is no room for systemic error. If a fully autonomous system
were to misinterpret an ambiguous move by an opponent and initiate
escalation (a phenomenon known as a Flash War), the consequences
for a small state would be existential. The human in the loop (HITL)
represents that key safety mechanism capable of recognizing a bluff,
a political nuance, or a psychological game that algorithms trained on
historical data cannot detect.

Furthermore, the role of humans is essential for solving the “Value
Alignment” problem. Stuart Russell, one of the pioneers of artificial
intelligence, warns that machines relentlessly optimize the objective
functions assigned to them, which can lead to catastrophic outcomes
if those functions are not perfectly aligned with human intentions and
international law (Russell 2019). For example, an algorithm tasked with
neutralizing a security threat at any cost might suggest an option that
violates proportionality or the norms of humanitarian law.

162



N. Stajkovi¢, M. Miljkovic QUANTIFICATION OF GEOPOLITICAL FACTORS...

Precisely for this reason, the normative framework discussed in
the second chapter — primarily the ISO/IEC 42001 standard — insists on
clear accountability. The ARES model quantifies risks and illuminates
the “fog of war,” but responsibility for the nation’s destiny remains
inalienably tied to the political and military leadership. By integrating
the HITL mechanism, the state achieves strategic adaptability and
algorithmic reaction speed while retaining its moral vertical and the
sovereign right to manage its own survival.

CONCLUSION

The contemporary transition of the international order toward a
multipolar paradigm has definitively nullified linear forecasting models
and returned geopolitics to the very center of national security. In an
environment characterized by the exponential growth of volatility, the
speed of change on the global chessboard surpasses the analytical and
operational capacities of the traditional bureaucratic apparatus. The
research conducted in this paper has shown that this institutional gap
cannot be bridged merely by increasing human resources; rather, it
requires radical technological and methodological innovation within
the strategic planning system.

The central scientific contribution of this paper is reflected in the
development of the conceptual architecture of the ARES model, which
represents a theoretical and practical bridge between classical geopolitical
thought and advanced machine learning algorithms. It has been proven
that artificial intelligence algorithms, if operating in a strategic vacuum,
cannot provide a realistic threat assessment. However, through the
algorithmic ingestion phase, the ARES model successfully translates
qualitative geopolitical indicators — physical space, demographic trends,
and geoeconomic resources — into mathematically measurable vectors.
This quantification enables computational systems to predict hundreds
of possible crisis scenarios through Markov Decision Processes and real-
time Al wargaming simulations, offering state leadership mathematically
verified options for action.

By this, the central hypothesis of the paper is fully confirmed: the
intersection of Stepi¢’s geopolitical methodology and predictive analytics
tools fundamentally shortens a state’s reaction time to hybrid threats,
eliminating cognitive biases that lead to fatal delays in decision-making.
The speed of algorithmic data processing becomes a crucial component
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of deterrence, especially in the context of delicately positioned states
whose spatial and demographic capacities are limited. In conditions of
relentless great-power rivalry, smaller actors do not have the luxury of
strategic error; their survival directly depends on the ability to anticipate
a crisis before it escalates into open conflict.

At the same time, the derivative hypothesis regarding the doctrinal
control of such systems has also been confirmed. The implementation
of artificial intelligence into the national security system is sustainable
only if carried out through strict normative synergy with the international
standards ISO 31000 (ISO 2018) and ISO/IEC 42001 (ISO 2023).
The ARES model does not advocate for technological determinism
or the creation of fully autonomous weapon systems. On the contrary,
through the Human-in-the-Loop (HITL) mechanism, it reaffirms the
Clausewitzian principle of the primacy of politics over war. Artificial
intelligence takes on the burden of massive data processing and risk
projection, but the monopoly over the final decision, as well as the moral
and legal responsibility for it, remains the inalienable right of the human,
namely, the state leadership.

This conceptual paper sets a solid theoretical foundation for the
modernization of strategic planning. Future research in this field must
be directed toward the empirical validation of the ARES model through
case studies and computer simulations of specific hypothetical crises
in Southeast Europe. Only through continuous testing of algorithmic
outputs against real-world geopolitical events can the state apparatus
build trust in predictive analytics and permanently ensure its strategic
adaptability in the age of artificial intelligence.

164



N. Stajkovi¢, M. Miljkovic QUANTIFICATION OF GEOPOLITICAL FACTORS...

REFERENCES

Allen, John R., and Amir Husain. 2017. “On Hyperwar.” U.S. Naval
Institute Proceedings 143 (7). July 2017. https://www.usni.org/
magazines/proceedings/2017/july/hyperwar

Allison, Graham T. 1971. Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban
Missile Crisis. Boston: Little, Brown.

Boyd, John R. 1986. 4 Discourse on Winning and Losing. Maxwell
AFB, AL: Air University Press.

Brose, Christian. 2020. The Kill Chain: Defending America in the
Future of High-Tech Warfare. New York: Hachette Books.

Brzezinski, Zbigniew. 1997. The Grand Chessboard: American Primacy
and Its Geostrategic Imperatives. New York: Basic Books.

Despotovi¢, Ljubisa, i Vanja Glisin. 2021. Savremeni medunarodni
odnosi i geopolitika. Sremski Karlovci: Kairos.

bori¢, Marija, i Vanja Glisin. 2023. ,,Upotreba vestacke inteligencije
u rusko-ukrajinskom ratu.” Politika nacionalne bezbednosti 25 (2):
59-76. DOI: 10.5937/pnb25-47369

Fukuyama, Francis. 1992. The End of History and the Last Man. New
York: Free Press.

Glisin, Vanja. 2024. Srbija na ,,Zapadu”: srpsko dvovekovno raspece
izmedu modernizacije i vesternizacije. Beograd / Novi Sad: Institut
za politicke studije / Arhiv Vojvodine.

Glisin, Vanja N., and Srdan M. Milasinovi¢. 2025. “Artificial
Intelligence and Contemporary Conflicts - The Example of the
Israeli-Palestinian Conflict.” Zbornik Matice srpske za drustvene
nauke 195 (3): 359-375. DOI: 10.2298/ZMSDN2595359G

Gray, Colin S. 1999. Modern Strategy. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Horowitz, Michael C. 2010. The Diffusion of Military Power: Causes
and Consequences for International Politics. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

International Organization for Standardization [ISO]. 2018. ISO
31000:2018: Risk management — Guidelines. Geneva: International
Organization for Standardization.

International Organization for Standardization [ISO]. 2023. ISO/
1EC 42001:2023: Information technology — Artificial intelligence
— Management system. Geneva: International Organization for
Standardization.

165



SPT No 4/2026, year XXXIII, vol. 98 pp. 147-169

Janis, Irving L. 1982. Groupthink: Psychological Studies of Policy
Decisions and Fiascoes. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.

Kahneman, Daniel. 2011. Thinking, Fast and Slow. New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux.

Kaplan, Robert D. 2012. The Revenge of Geography: What the Map
Tells Us About Coming Conflicts and the Battle Against Fate. New
York: Random House.

Kilcullen, David. 2020. The Dragons and the Snakes: How the Rest
Learned to Fight the West. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Kissinger, Henry, Eric Schmidt, and Daniel Huttenlocher. 2021. The
Age of Al: And Our Human Future. New York: Little, Brown and
Company.

Klauzevic, Karl fon. 1951. O ratu. Beograd: Vojno delo.

Mearsheimer, John J. 2001. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. New
York: W. W. Norton & Company.

Nye, Joseph S. 2011. The Future of Power. New York: Public Affairs.

Payne, Kenneth. 2021. I, Warbot: The Dawn of Artificially Intelligent
Conflict. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Pearl, Judea. 1988. Probabilistic Reasoning in Intelligent Systems:
Networks of Plausible Inference. San Mateo: Morgan Kaufmann.
Posen, Barry R. 2009. “Emerging Multipolarity: Why Should We

Care?” Current History 108 (721): 347-352.

Russell, Stuart. 2019. Human Compatible: Artificial Intelligence and
the Problem of Control. New York: Viking.

Russell, Stuart, and Peter Norvig. 2021. Artificial Intelligence: A
Modern Approach, 4™ ed. Hoboken: Pearson.

Ryan, Mick. 2022. War Transformed: The Future of Twenty-First-
Century Great Power Competition and Conflict. Annapolis: Naval
Institute Press.

Scharre, Paul. 2018. Army of None: Autonomous Weapons and the
Future of War. New York: W. W. Norton & Company.

Schelling, Thomas C. 1980. The Strategy of Conflict. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.

Silver, David, Aja Huang, Chris J. Maddison, Arthur Guez, Laurent
Sifre, George Van Den Driessche, Julian Schrittwieser, loannis
Antonoglou, Veda Panneershelvam, Marc Lanctot, Sander Dieleman,
Dominik Grewe, John Nham, Nal Kalchbrenner, Ilya Sutskever,
Timothy Lillicrap, Madeleine Leach, Koray Kavukcuoglu, Thore
Graepel, and Demis Hassabis [Silver et al.]. 2016. “Mastering the

166



N. Stajkovi¢, M. Miljkovic QUANTIFICATION OF GEOPOLITICAL FACTORS...

game of Go with deep neural networks and tree search.” Nature 529
(7587): 484-489. DOI: 10.1038/nature16961

Simon, Herbert A. 1957. Models of Man. Social and Rational. New
York: Wiley.

Singer, Peter W. 2009. Wired for War: The Robotics Revolution and
Conflict in the 21st century. New York: Penguin Press.

Stepi¢, Milomir. 2016. Geopolitika: ideje, teorije, koncepcije. Beograd:
Institut za politicke studije.

Sutton, Richard S., and Andrew G. Barto. 2018. Reinforcement
Learning: An Introduction, 2nd ed. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Taleb, Nassim Nicholas. 2010. Crni labud: Uticaj krajnje neizvesnog.
Beograd: Heliks.

Tetlock, Philip E., and Dan Gardner. 2015. Superforecasting: The Art
and Science of Prediction. New York: Crown.

Waltz, Kenneth N. 1979. Theory of International Politics. Reading,
MA: Addison-Wesley.

167



SPT No 4/2026, year XXXIII, vol. 98 pp. 147-169

Henan CrajkoBuh”
Bojna akademuja, Ynueepzumem ooopane, beocpao

Musian MusbkoBuh™
IlIxona nayuonanne oobpaune, Ynusepzumem ooopamne, beoepao

KBAHTUO®UKAIINJA 'EOIIOJIUTHUYKHUX
PAKTOPA ITYTEM BEILITAYKE
HUHTEJIMI'EHIIUJE

Pe3ume

Capemena emnoxa, neuaucana kao VUCA okpykeme (BOJaTHITHOCT,
HEM3BECHOCT, CIIO)KEHOCT M aMOWTYWTeT), 3axTeBa paIHKaIHO
peaeduHnCame TpaAULIMOHATIHUX MOJENa CTPATCIIKOT TUIaHUPAambAa.
OBaj paa aHamM3Mpa €BOJIYIH]Y T'EOMOIUTHYKE METOAOJIOTH]E KPO3
MPU3MY HHTETpalfje BEMITauKe HHTEIUTeHIIH]je, ca TOCEOHUM (DOKYCOM
Ha pa3Boj u koHuenrtyamn3anijy ARES monena (AI-Driven Risk &
Environment Strategy). lleATpamaun mpoOieM HCTpaKWBama jecTe
MpeBa3MIaXeHe HHCTHTYIIMOHAIHOT packopaka m3Mmel)y HapaTuBHe
MPUPOJIC TEONOJMTUKE W KBAaHTUTATUBHUX 3aXTeBa CaBPEMEHHX
anroputrama. KibyuHu pe3yiaTaTi UCTpakMBama yKa3yjy Ha TO Jia je
(haza ,,uHrecTHje mojataka’ METOIOJOIIKM MOCT KOju omoryhasa
KBaHTH(UKANN]y KBATUTATUBHUX (haKkTOpa, Kao MTO Cy nemorpadmuja,
pecypceu u reorpadceku npocrop. Kopunrhemem MapkoBibeBHX Tporieca
omnyunBama (MDP), ARES monen tpanchopmuie cratuane Mare y
JUHAMHUYHE MpPEXe TeH30pa, oMoryhasajyhu pauyHapckoMm cuctemy zia
cumyJmpa xusbane ,, What-1f” cuienapuja y peamsom Bpemeny. [loceban
3Hayaj MojeNia Orjiefia ce y HEroBoj NMPUMEHH yHyTap KOHIIETTa
wxureppara” (Hyperwar), rae Op3uHa anrOpUTaMCKOT OJUTyYHBamba U
NpHMEHA ayTOHOMHHX POjeBa IPOHOBA OCTa]y IIPUMAPHU HHCTPYMEHTH
acuMeTpuvHOTr o/Bpahama 3a JpkaBe ca OrpaHHYCHUM MPOCTOPHUM U
aeMorpadcKuM KamauTeTiMa. 3akjbydak pajia Harliaiasa Jia BelTayka
WMHTEJIMTCHIIMja He MpeACTaB/ba 3aMeHy 3a 4oBeKa, Beh cymepuopaH
aHanuTHYKU anat. Kpo3 uMiuieMeHraiujy Mmexanusma Human-in-the-
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Loop (HITL) n mpunpxaBame crangapaa [ISO/IEC 42001, ARES monen
ocurypaBa Ja KOHauHa CTpaTellka OJIyKa OCTaHEe CYBEPEHO IPaBO
Jpynckor ¢akropa. Ha Taj HaumH, ApkaBa ocTBapyje ,,KOTHUTHBHY
HagMoh” U cTparelKy aganTabuiIHOCT, YUME CE€ PU3HK OJ] CTPATEIIKOT
n3HeHal)ewa y MyJITUIIONAPHOM MTOPETKY CBOAN HA MUHUMYM.

KibyyHe peum: BelTauka WHTEIUICeHIMja, reononutuka, ARES
MOJIeJI, HalMoHajHa 0e30eJHOCT, NpPEeIUKTHBHA
aHaJINTHKA, MYJITHUIIOJIAPHOCT, XHUIeppar,
aCUMETPHYHO o/iBpahame
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Abstract

This paper analyses the geopolitical significance of Greenland in the
contemporary international system, with a particular focus on its role
as a micro-arena of great-power rivalry in the Arctic. Drawing on a
realist theoretical approach, the study examines how contemporary
geopolitical competition manifests through political, economic, and
security instruments of power. The methodological framework is based
on qualitative analysis and a case study of Greenland as a strategically
relevant territory. The analysis shows that, despite the absence of open
military confrontation, great power rivalry in the Arctic takes on complex
and multidimensional forms, thereby assigning Greenland the role of a
key micro-arena of contemporary geopolitical competition.

Keywords: Greenland, Arctic, geopolitics, great power rivalry,
international relations

INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, the Arctic region has become increasingly
important in contemporary international relations. Climate change,
the accelerated melting of ice cover, and the development of new
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technologies have contributed to transforming this region from a
relatively peripheral space of international politics into an area of
growing geopolitical significance (Fernandez-Montesinos 2025, 4-6).
The opening of new maritime routes and the potential exploitation of
natural resources have further increased the interest of major powers in
the Arctic. In this context, Greenland, located within the Arctic Circle,
occupies a particularly prominent place in contemporary geopolitical
analyses. As the world’s largest island, with an area exceeding two
million square kilometres, Greenland holds an exceptionally important
geostrategic position between North America and Europe (Darie and
Balasoiu 2025, 1-9). Its location in the North Atlantic makes it a key
node in the region’s security architecture. Particular attention is devoted
to relations between the United States, China, Denmark, Canada, and the
European Union, as well as to the impact of climate change and natural
resource exploitation on the transformation of regional geopolitics.

The analysis indicates that Greenland, despite its relatively small
population and limited economic capacities, is gaining increasing
strategic importance in contemporary international relations. Great
power rivalry in the Arctic region manifests primarily through
political, economic, and infrastructural instruments of power, which
allows Greenland to be understood as a micro-arena of contemporary
geopolitical competition. This transformation suggests that broader
processes of restructuring the global order are underway, in which
geographic spaces such as Greenland acquire strategic importance
as power is redistributed in a new multipolar world. Its geographical
position between North America, Russia, and Europe makes the island
a focal point where diverse strategic interests and international rivalries
intersect. At the same time, geological research indicates significant
mineral reserves on the island, including rare earth elements that play a
crucial role in the modern global economy (Morrison and Nuttall 2019,
2-3). These resources are of great importance for the development of
high technology, the energy transition, and the production of modern
electronic devices.

The contemporary geopolitical importance of Greenland is further
reinforced by its specific political status. The island is an autonomous
territory within the Kingdom of Denmark but enjoys a high degree of
political self-government. The process of political autonomy gained a
new institutional framework with the adoption of the Self-Government
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Act in 2009, which significantly expanded the competencies of
Greenlandic institutions (Jakobsen and Larsen 2024, 9-10). In recent
years, Greenland has attracted growing interest from international actors.
The United States seeks to preserve its strategic influence in the region
through military presence and political cooperation with Denmark and
local authorities. At the same time, China is developing a strategy of
economic presence in the Arctic region through investments in mining
and infrastructure projects (Darie and Balasoiu 2025, 9-12). There is
also a persistent interest in the Arctic Circle on the part of the Russian
Federation and Canada, another key Arctic state. This dynamic points to
increasing competition for influence in the region and raises the question
of whether the Arctic is becoming a new arena of geopolitical rivalry
among great powers. For this reason, Greenland is increasingly viewed
as a micro-arena of contemporary geopolitical competition (Vuppada
2026).

This paper aims to analyse Greenland’s geopolitical significance
within the contemporary dynamics of the international system and
to examine the extent to which this area is becoming an arena of
great-power rivalry in the Arctic. The methodological framework is
based on a qualitative approach, employing the case study method.
Greenland is selected as a crucial case because it represents a territory
where the security, economic, and political interests of major powers
intersect. The analysis encompasses security, economic, and political
dimensions. Such a multidimensional analytical structure enables a
more comprehensive understanding of the complexity of contemporary
geopolitical competition. The empirical basis of the research relies on
the analysis of relevant academic literature, strategic and institutional
documents, and selected credible media sources.

Main hypothesis: Greenland represents a micro-arena of
contemporary great power rivalry in which economic, infrastructural,
and political instruments of power predominate, while direct military
confrontation remains secondary. Auxiliary hypotheses: The geostrategic
position of Greenland increases its importance in the security strategies
of major powers; Greenland’s resource potential intensifies economic
competition among international actors; climate change further
accelerates the geopolitical transformation of the Arctic.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The period following the end of the Cold War was marked by
relative stability in the international system, characterised by a unipolar
distribution of power dominated by the United States. However, during
the first decades of the twenty-first century, new centres of power have
gradually strengthened, leading to a transformation of the international
system that increasingly assumes a multipolar structure. China’s
economic rise, the revitalisation of Russian foreign policy and military
power, and the strengthening of regional powers worldwide have all
contributed to this transformation of the global order. In such a context,
the geopolitical significance of certain regions is redistributed, with
these regions once again acquiring strategic importance as arenas of
geopolitical competition. The Arctic region represents one of the most
striking examples of such a transformation.

One of the most significant theoretical approaches in analysing
these processes is realism in international relations. According to the
realist perspective, the international system is characterised by an
anarchic structure in which states seek to ensure their own security and
increase their power (Waltz 1979, 79-101). In such a system, control
over strategic territories, resources, and transport routes represents
an important element of international politics. John Mearsheimer
emphasises that great powers in the international system strive to achieve
regional dominance and to prevent the emergence of rival powers in
strategically important regions (Mearsheimer 2001, 29-32). This logic
can also be applied to contemporary Arctic geopolitics, where various
international actors seek to secure long-term access to natural resources
and strategic transport routes.

The application of the realist theoretical framework to the
Arctic region enables the identification of patterns of great-power
behaviour grounded in the logic of power, security, and control over
strategic resources, thereby confirming the relevance of this approach
to the analysis of contemporary international relations. The geopolitical
significance of certain territories has traditionally been explained
through theories of classical geopolitics. Halford Mackinder argued at
the beginning of the twentieth century that control over key geographic
areas could have a decisive impact on the distribution of global power
(Mackinder 1904, 421-437). Although Mackinder’s theory was primarily
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focused on Eurasia, contemporary authors suggest that a similar logic
can be applied to the Arctic region as well.

For much of the twentieth century, the Arctic had limited
geopolitical significance, primarily due to extreme climatic conditions,
the difficulty of exploiting natural resources, and the underdevelopment
of transport routes. Climate change is one of the key factors driving
the transformation of the Arctic region. The accelerated melting of
ice cover facilitates easier access to natural resources and opens up
the possibility of developing new maritime routes between Europe,
Asia, and North America (Darie and Balasoiu 2025, 4-12; Abis 2026).
These changes have significant implications for global trade and energy
security, but they are not merely environmental phenomena; they also
serve as multipliers of geopolitical processes that redefine the strategic
importance of particular regions (Vuppada 2026).

Estimates from geological research indicate that the Arctic region
contains a significant share of the world’s undiscovered oil and gas
reserves, as well as numerous mineral deposits. Of particular importance
are rare earth elements, which are essential for the development of
modern technologies, including the production of batteries, electronic
devices, and renewable energy systems (Darie and Balasoiu 2025, 3).
Contemporary literature on Arctic geopolitics suggests that the region is
becoming an arena of increasingly intense great power rivalry. Michael
Byers emphasises that the Arctic is a unique region where the security,
economic, and environmental interests of states intersect (Byers 2010,
15—-18). For this reason, the Arctic region is becoming an increasingly
important subject of study in international relations. Within this
transformation, Greenland occupies a particularly prominent position. As
the world’s largest island, located between North America and Europe,
Greenland holds a significant strategic position in the North Atlantic. In
addition to global actors such as the United States, China, and Russia,
regional powers, including Canada, also play an important role, shaping
Arctic dynamics through territorial control and institutional presence.

Contemporary changes in the international system contribute to the
renewed strengthening of Greenland’s strategic importance. Today, great
power rivalry does not manifest solely through military competition but
also through economic competition, infrastructure projects, and control
over resources. In this context, some authors use the term “mini Cold
War” to describe regions where rivalry between great powers intensifies.
Unlike the global Cold War between the United States and the Soviet
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Union, contemporary forms of geopolitical competition often have a
regional character and manifest through various instruments of power
(Freedman 2017, 234-241).

GEOPOLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF GREENLAND

The geopolitical significance of Greenland stems from a
combination of geographic, security, and economic factors that make
this territory a key space in contemporary Arctic geopolitics. As the
world’s largest island, situated between North America and Europe,
Greenland occupies a strategic position in the North Atlantic. It serves as
an important link between the transatlantic and Arctic spaces (Fernandez-
Montesinos 2025, 8-10). Such a geographical position gave the island
particular strategic value throughout the twentieth century in the security
planning of Western countries.

During the Cold War, Greenland was an important element of the
West’s security architecture. The United States established the Thule
Air Base in the northwestern part of the island, which constituted a key
component of the ballistic missile early warning system (Morrison and
Nuttall 2019, 2-3). This base enabled monitoring potential Soviet missile
attacks and was an important element of the U.S. nuclear deterrence
strategy. Although the end of the Cold War reduced geopolitical tensions
between great powers, Greenland’s strategic importance did not diminish.
Contemporary United States security strategies continue to view the
island as an important element of North Atlantic security infrastructure
(Morrison and Nuttall 2019, 3). The growing rivalry among great powers
and the Arctic’s increasing importance in global strategic calculations
are driving renewed interest in this territory.

In addition to its military significance, Greenland also possesses
considerable economic potential. Geological research indicates
substantial mineral reserves on the island, including rare earth elements
used in the production of electric vehicles, electronics, military
technologies, and renewable energy sources. There are also deposits of
uranium, iron, zinc, lead, platinum, gold, and other strategic minerals.
Research further indicates significant oil and gas reserves on the seabed
to the northeast and northwest of the island (Fernandez-Montesinos
2024, 9-11).

In the context of global competition for access to these resources,
Greenland gains additional strategic importance. Control over rare
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earth elements is becoming an important component of contemporary
geopolitical strategies, as these resources play a key role in the
development of high technology and military systems (Fernandez-
Montesinos 2024, 10—11). For this reason, various states are interested
in developing Greenland’s mining industry. At the same time, climate
change is transforming the Arctic and further increasing Greenland’s
geopolitical significance. The melting of ice cover facilitates access to
natural resources and enables the development of infrastructure that
was previously not economically viable (Fernandez-Montesinos 2024,
10—11). In addition, climate change is contributing to the opening of
new maritime routes between Europe and Asia that pass through the
Arctic region. These routes can significantly shorten transport distances
between major global economic centres. For example, the Northern Sea
Route along the Arctic coast of Russia can reduce the distance between
Europe and Asia by several thousand kilometres compared to traditional
routes passing through the Suez Canal (Byers 2010, 55-58).

In this context, Greenland assumes an important geostrategic role
in the Arctic. Its position enables control over segments of the North
Atlantic and Arctic transport routes, further increasing the interest of
major powers in this area (Fernandez-Montesinos 2024, 10—11). The
contemporary geopolitics of Greenland cannot be understood without
analysing the broader context of great-power rivalry in the Arctic. In
addition to the United States and the Russian Federation, other states,
including China, are increasingly interested in the Arctic. China’s Arctic
strategy is primarily based on economic presence and infrastructure
investments. Canada has a particular interest in regulating the Northwest
Passage, which further complicates the legal and geopolitical framework
of the Arctic region. The combination of Greenland’s geostrategic
position, resource potential, and climate change makes it a unique space
in contemporary geopolitics. For this reason, the island is becoming an
important focal point of contemporary geopolitical competition and is
increasingly viewed as a micro-arena of great power rivalry (Leclerc
2025, 2).

GREENLAND AND GREAT POWER RIVALRY
The contemporary geopolitics of the Arctic is increasingly shaped

by the rivalry of great powers that seek to strengthen their political,
economic, and security influence in the region. In this context, Greenland
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becomes an area where the interests of different international actors
intertwine. The geographical location of the island, its resource potential,
and specific political status contribute to Greenland gaining increasing
importance in the strategic calculations of the great powers (Fernandez-
Montesinos 2025, 12—13).

The United States

The United States is the most important security actor in
Greenland’s geopolitics. American interest in the island dates back to
the Second World War. During the Cold War, the U.S. military presence
in Greenland was part of a broader strategy to deter the Soviet Union
and protect the North Atlantic region (Morrison and Nuttall 2019,
2). The Thule Air Base constituted a key component of the ballistic
missile early warning system and enabled surveillance of Arctic airspace
(Morrison and Nuttall 2019, 2-3). Today, this base continues to play
an important role in the U.S. missile defence system and strategic
monitoring. Contemporary U.S. security strategies still view Greenland
as an important element of North Atlantic security infrastructure. The
increased interest in the island in recent years can be linked to the
growing rivalry among great powers and the rising importance of the
Arctic in global strategic calculations (Fernandez-Montesinos 2025,
13-14).

One of the most significant events that clearly demonstrated the
U.S. government’s primary interest in this part of the Arctic was the
2019 proposal by the American administration to purchase the island
from Denmark. This proposal was met with negative reactions from
Danish and Greenlandic authorities. The intention of the U.S. president,
Donald Trump, following his statement that the United States “must
have” Greenland, became a clearly articulated foreign policy and
strategic objective of this great power (4! Jazeera Balkans 2025).
According to Trump’s statements, Greenland is strategically important
to the United States, a “necessity” for its security. He argued that if the
United States does not establish dominance in this region, Russia and
China will do so (4! Jazeera Balkans 2025). Another idea considered by
the U.S. administration was the purchase of Greenland, a concept that
dates back to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. According to this
idea, Greenland would be purchased directly from its inhabitants, with
a certain amount paid to each of approximately 60,000 residents.
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In January 2026, pressure on Denmark and the European Union
intensified with threats to raise tariffs on goods from European countries
if Denmark did not agree to “hand over” or “sell” Greenland. Trump
stated: “For years, we have subsidised Denmark, as well as all European
Union countries and others, by not charging them tariffs or any other form
of compensation. Now, after centuries, the time has come for Denmark
to reciprocate — the world’s peace is at stake. China and Russia want
Greenland, and there is nothing Denmark can do about it. Therefore,
in order to protect global peace and security, strong measures must
be taken to quickly and decisively resolve this potentially disastrous
situation. Starting February 1, 2026, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, France,
Germany, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Finland will face
a 10% tariff on all goods sent to the United States. From June 1, this
tariff will increase to 25%. These tariffs will remain in place until a final
agreement on Greenland is reached” (Cevriz 2026). Such initiatives can
be interpreted as an expression of realist logic, maximising security and
control over strategic territories, with Greenland serving as a key point
in U.S. geopolitical calculations.

In the context of the war primarily on the territory of Ukraine,
as well as the most recent conflicts in the Middle East, Greenland is
particularly significant for the United States in security terms due to
modern weapons systems such as the “Golden Dome,” which can
achieve its full efficiency and maximum protective potential only if
the island becomes part of the broader U.S. defence “system.” The
administrations of Greenland and Denmark, as well as those of other
European countries, condemned the tendencies expressed by Trump. The
response included the deployment of military forces near Greenland’s
approaches, while protests took place among the island’s population. A
significant escalation of geopolitical tensions could also signal the end
of military cooperation within NATO, whose functioning, financing,
and purpose Trump has questioned since the beginning of his first
term. In the absence of an agreement, it remains uncertain whether
the situation will escalate through the use of the announced measures
(Leclerc 2025, 2, 6).

China

In addition to the United States, China has shown increasing
interest in Greenland. China’s Arctic strategy is primarily based on
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economic presence and investments in infrastructure projects (Koivurova
et al. 2020, 25-41). In recent years, China has developed the concept
of the so-called “Polar Silk Road,” which represents part of the broader
Belt and Road Initiative (Darie and Béldsoiu 2025, 2). Although China
does not have territorial claims against Arctic states, Chinese companies
have expressed interest in mining projects in Greenland, particularly for
rare earth elements. These approximately 17 chemical elements are of
great importance to the modern global economy, as they are essential for
the development of electronic devices, batteries, and renewable energy
technologies.

Chinese companies have also shown interest in infrastructure
projects on the island, including airport construction and transport
development, reflecting broader Chinese interest in controlling global
supply chains. These projects have the potential to influence Greenland’s
economic development significantly, but they may also have wider
geopolitical implications, contributing to China’s expansion of global
influence. For this reason, such Chinese investments have encountered
political obstacles (Berenguer, Katona Winther and Meunier 2025, 9).

One of the most prominent projects attracting Chinese interest
is the mining project in the Kvanefjeld area of southern Greenland,
known for its large deposits of rare minerals. Denmark has strongly
opposed the intention of Chinese companies to exploit these resources,
citing the significant environmental damage that such exploitation could
entail (Yang 2021, 23-27). Although China’s strategy toward Greenland
formally emphasises economic and scientific objectives, the presence
of Chinese companies in the region enables Beijing to strengthen
its political influence. This approach points to a strategy of indirect
influence-building through economic and infrastructural instruments of
power, confirming the hypothesis that contemporary great power rivalry
in the Arctic region has a primarily geoeconomic dimension.

Denmark

Denmark plays a specific role in the contemporary geopolitics
of Greenland, as Greenland is a formally autonomous territory within
the Kingdom of Denmark. Although Greenland enjoys a high degree of
political autonomy, with its own parliament and government, issues of
foreign policy and defence remain under the jurisdiction of the Danish
state (Jakobsen and Larsen 2024).
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The relationship between Denmark and Greenland represents a
complex historical process, ranging from the colonial period through
the strengthening of autonomy to contemporary debates over the island’s
independence. This relationship dates back to the era of European
colonial expansion. Denmark established control over Greenland in
the eighteenth century. After the Second World War, in the context of
broader decolonisation, Denmark introduced reforms granting greater
rights to Greenland’s population. In 1979, Greenland obtained autonomy
through the establishment of a system of home rule, which enabled local
authorities to exercise greater control over internal affairs, including
education, healthcare, and the local economy (Ackrén and Jakobsen
2014, 404-412). A particularly important step toward greater autonomy
was achieved with the Self-Government Act of 2009. One of the most
significant outcomes of this act is the right to future independence,
should the people of Greenland decide so (Ackrén and Jakobsen 2014,
404-412).

For this reason, Greenland is of significant importance to Denmark.
Through its territorial connection, Denmark can function as an Arctic
state and an active participant in Arctic international institutions. The
Danish government seeks to balance support for Greenland’s political
autonomy with the preservation of its own strategic interests in the
region. As a member of NATO and part of the European security space,
Denmark plays an important role in shaping Western policy toward the
Arctic region.

Atthe same time, Danish policy toward Greenland includes support
for the island’s economic development. Greenland is heavily dependent
on financial assistance from Denmark, making the development of the
mining industry and the exploitation of natural resources crucial to
potentially reducing this dependence. Although there are strong political
forces in Greenland advocating for independence, economic dependence
on Denmark remains a significant factor influencing political decisions.
The Danish government reacted immediately after international media
reported on U.S. interest in purchasing Greenland. Danish political
leaders emphasised that Greenland is an autonomous territory with its
own government and parliament, and that the question of its political
future cannot be the subject of bilateral negotiations between other
states. In this context, the Danish government stressed that “Greenland
is not for sale,” thereby clearly rejecting the possibility of any agreement
involving the transfer of territorial sovereignty (Gronholt-Pedersen
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2025). Statements by Donald Trump further intensified debate in
Denmark over Greenland’s strategic importance. Danish politicians
and analysts emphasised that Greenland is an important element of
Denmark’s international position, particularly in Arctic geopolitics.
As a state with territory in the Arctic region, Denmark participates in
international institutions that govern the Arctic, including the Arctic
Council.

In addition to political considerations, Denmark also has
significant security interests in Greenland. The island represents a key
point in the North Atlantic security structure and plays an important
role in the transatlantic defence system. The U.S. military base Pituffik
(formerly Thule Air Base) is located on Greenlandic territory and
constitutes an important element of U.S. and NATO missile defence.
This base operates under an agreement between Denmark and the United
States, meaning that Denmark plays an important role in regulating the
U.S. military presence on the island. Such an institutional arrangement
further complicates the region’s geopolitical dynamics, introducing an
internal political sensitivity into broader international relations.

European Union

The European Union also demonstrates growing interest in the
Arctic region. Although Greenland is not part of the European Union,
the EU seeks to develop various forms of cooperation with the island,
particularly in scientific research, environmental protection, and
sustainable development (Fernandez-Montesinos 2025, 3). Greenland
and the European Union maintain a specific relationship that reflects the
broader interaction between European integration and territories with
special constitutional status. Greenland represents a unique case in the
history of European integration, as it was the first territory to withdraw
from the European Economic Community (European Commission 2007,
2-4). This process, often described as the first “European exit” in 1982
— prior to Brexit — significantly shaped relations between Greenland and
EU institutions.

Following its withdrawal from the European Economic
Community (EEC), Greenland acquired the status of an overseas territory
with privileged access to the European market for certain products,
as well as the possibility of financial and developmental cooperation
with European institutions. One of the most important elements of
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this relationship is the Fisheries Agreement between Greenland and
the European Union (EP, P10_TA(2025)0143), under which European
fleets are granted access to Greenlandic waters in exchange for financial
support from EU institutions to Greenland’s economy. In EU strategic
documents, the Arctic is increasingly viewed as a region of particular
geopolitical and economic importance. European institutions seek,
through various cooperation programs, to contribute to the stability and
sustainable development of the region (Beyond the Horizon 2026).

Overall, great power rivalry in Greenland does not manifest in open
military conflict but primarily in political and economic competition.
Investments in infrastructure, control over resource exploitation, and
the development of political relations with local authorities represent
key elements of contemporary geopolitical competition in the region.
Statements by former U.S. President Donald Trump about the possibility
of acquiring Greenland sparked strong reactions in European political
circles. The European Union responded by offering political support
to Denmark and emphasising the principles of territorial sovereignty
and international law. For European institutions, the issue of Greenland
represents not only a bilateral matter between the United States and
Denmark, but also a broader question of the stability of the international
order. In this sense, the European Union acts as a normative actor seeking
to preserve regional stability through institutional and legal mechanisms,
representing an alternative to classical geopolitical strategies of great
powers (Beyond the Horizon 2026).

Russian Federation

Russia represents one of the most important states in the geopolitics
of the Arctic region, as it possesses the longest Arctic coastline in the
world. Its geopolitical, economic, and military significance is strategically
important for international relations in this part of the world. The Arctic
occupies a central place in Russian foreign policy and security strategy,
particularly regarding energy, natural resources, and transport routes.
Within this strategy, Russia closely monitors developments — economic,
security, and political — across the entire Arctic region, with particular
attention to Greenland (President of the Russian Federation 2020).

Russia seeks to develop this transport network through
investments in infrastructure, ports, and its icebreaker fleet. Russia’s
nuclear icebreaker fleet is the largest of its kind in the world and enables
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navigation through Arctic waters for much of the year (Bukharin 2006,
25-31). As part of this strategy, Russia is also modernising its military
infrastructure in the north. Numerous Soviet-era military bases have been
restored or modernised, and the Russian armed forces are developing
new systems for operations in Arctic conditions. Russian analysts argue
that U.S. military infrastructure in Greenland could affect the strategic
balance among great powers. Particular emphasis is placed on the role
of radar systems and infrastructure for tracking missile systems.

In this context, the Russian state closely monitors the development
of U.S. military capabilities in Greenland. The modernisation of
American military infrastructure and the development of new missile
defence technologies are important factors in Russian security analyses.
At the same time, Russia seeks to preserve the balance of power in the
Arctic region by strengthening its own military presence. This policy is
based on the idea that regional stability depends on a strategic balance
among different actors (Bukharin 2006, 25-31; Mortensgaard and
Barse 2026). Russia’s reaction to Donald Trump’s intentions regarding
Greenland has been relatively cautious. However, Russian media and
analytical circles have clearly emphasised that attempts to acquire
territories such as Greenland could set a precedent in international
relations. The Russian Federation’s position is that Greenland must
remain part of Denmark, with all the rights deriving from its autonomy
(Antonov 2025). Such a policy reflects the realist concept of power
balancing, in which Russia seeks to limit the influence of other actors
and preserve its strategic position in the Arctic.

Canada

Canada is one of the key Arctic actors, whose interests in the region
are based on a combination of territorial sovereignty, security priorities,
and the management of natural resources (Byers 2010, 153—-155). As
a state with a significant portion of Arctic territory, Canada views the
Arctic as an integral part of its national identity and security strategy.
Canadian Arctic policy has traditionally been oriented toward preserving
sovereignty over the Northwest Passage, which Canada considers
internal waters, whereas the United States views it as an international
strait (Byers 2010, 153—155). This difference in interpretation indicates
latent tensions even among allies within the Western security framework.
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In addition to the security dimension, Canada seeks to develop
the Arctic region’s economic potential through resource exploitation
and infrastructure development, while simultaneously emphasising
environmental protection and the rights of Indigenous communities
(Government of Canada 2019, 18-24). In the context of contemporary
great-power rivalry, Canada occupies a specific position between
cooperation and competition, balancing its national interests with the
broader Western strategic framework (Lackenbauer 2021, 812-815).
This approach confirms that the Arctic region is not a homogeneous field
of rivalry but rather a complex space where elements of cooperation
and geopolitical competition intersect. In this sense, Canada’s role
further supports the main hypothesis of the paper, demonstrating that
contemporary great power rivalry in the Arctic unfolds through a
combination of security, economic, and political instruments, where
even alliances do not exclude the existence of competing interests
(Beyond the Horizon 2026).

GREENLAND AS AN ARENA
OF A “MINI COLD WAR”

Changes in the international system over recent decades have
led to renewed strengthening of great-power rivalry. Although the
contemporary international order does not exhibit complete structural
similarity with the bipolar system that dominated during the Cold War,
many authors point to the emergence of new forms of geopolitical
competition (Mearsheimer 2001, 29-32). This competition often
manifests in regional spaces where the interests of major powers
intersect, creating specific zones of geopolitical contestation. The
Arctic region represents one such space. Climate change, the opening
of new maritime routes, and increasing competition for access to natural
resources contribute to transforming the Arctic into a region of growing
geopolitical importance (Fernandez-Montesinos 2025, 14—15). In this
context, Greenland occupies a particularly significant position due to its
strategic location between North America and Europe and its potentially
substantial mineral resources.

The concept of a “mini Cold War” describes regional forms of
great-power rivalry that do not reach the level of global conflict but still
have significant political and strategic implications. Unlike the classical
Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union, contemporary
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rivalry has a more complex structure and involves a range of instruments
of power (Byers 2010, 70-72). During the Cold War, Greenland played
an important role in the security system of the United States and NATO.
The American military base Thule, now known as Pituffik Space Base,
was part of the ballistic missile early warning system. In contemporary
international relations, geopolitical competition does not manifest solely
through the military dimension but also encompasses the economy,
technology, infrastructure, and control over resources. It is precisely
in this context that Greenland represents a specific geopolitical space
where the interests of multiple international actors converge. The United
States seeks to maintain its strategic position in the region through
military presence and security cooperation with Denmark. At the same
time, China is developing a strategy to expand its economic presence in
the Arctic region. Chinese companies have shown interest in exploiting
mineral resources in Greenland, particularly rare earth elements.

In addition to economic and security factors, Greenland’s political
status further complicates the region’s geopolitical dynamics. As an
autonomous territory within the Kingdom of Denmark, Greenland
has significant self-government, but issues of foreign policy and
defence remain under Danish jurisdiction (Jakobsen and Larsen 2024).
Contemporary geopolitics of Greenland demonstrates that great power
rivalry can take various forms that do not necessarily involve open
conflict. Instead, competition often unfolds through political, economic,
and infrastructural instruments of power. Investments in mining projects,
the development of transport infrastructure, and political cooperation
with local authorities represent key elements of this process. In this
sense, Greenland can be understood as a micro-arena of contemporary
geopolitical rivalry in the Arctic region. In this space, the interests of
the United States, China, Denmark, Canada, and the European Union
intersect, contributing to the perception of the Arctic as a region in which
new geopolitical competition is emerging.

The case study of Greenland demonstrates that the contemporary
international system is characterised by a complex interplay of different
forms of power, in which control over resources, infrastructure, and
political influence is as important as traditional military power. In this
sense, Greenland serves as an empirical example of the transformation
of the contemporary international system toward multipolarity, in which
great-power rivalry manifests across various interconnected dimensions
of power.
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CONCLUSION

The analysis of Arctic geopolitics shows that the Arctic has
become increasingly important in contemporary international relations
over the past few decades. Climate change, technological development,
and the growing global demand for natural resources have transformed
this region from a relatively peripheral space in international politics into
a key geopolitical area of the modern world. In this context, Greenland
occupies a particularly prominent place in contemporary geopolitical
analyses. Its geographical position between North America and Europe
makes it an important strategic point in the North Atlantic and Arctic
space. At the same time, the island’s potential mineral resources,
particularly rare earth elements, further increase the interest of various
international actors in this region.

The analysis demonstrates that Greenland’s geopolitical
significance stems from a combination of several factors. On the one
hand, military and security aspects remain an important element of
the island’s geopolitics, as reflected in the presence of U.S. military
infrastructure in Greenland. On the other hand, the island’s economic
and resource potential is becoming an increasingly significant factor
in contemporary geopolitical calculations. A particular dimension of
Greenland’s contemporary geopolitics is the presence of multiple great
powers whose interests intersect in the Arctic. The United States seeks
to maintain its strategic position through military presence and security
cooperation with Denmark. At the same time, China is developing a
strategy of economic presence in the region through investments in
mining and infrastructure projects. Denmark and the European Union
seek to preserve political stability in the region and ensure the island’s
sustainable development, while Canada contributes to the complexity
of the region’s geopolitical dynamics.

This dynamic indicates the existence of a specific form of
contemporary geopolitical rivalry. However, there is no direct military
confrontation among great powers; competition for influence in the
region manifests through various political, economic, and infrastructural
instruments of power. For this reason, Greenland can be viewed as a
specific micro-arena of contemporary geopolitical competition. In this
sense, the concept of a “mini Cold War” serves as a useful analytical
framework for understanding contemporary geopolitical dynamics in
the Arctic region. Unlike the global rivalry that characterised the Cold
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War period, contemporary forms of geopolitical competition often have
a regional character and manifest through a combination of different
instruments of power.

The case study of Greenland demonstrates that contemporary
geopolitics increasingly involves a complex interaction of security,
economic, and political factors. Control over resources, infrastructure,
and transport routes is becoming as important as traditional military
power. For this reason, the Arctic region — and Greenland in particular
— will remain one of the key arenas of contemporary geopolitical rivalry
in the coming decades and will play a significant role in shaping the
global order.
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Caunapa boxuh”
beoepao

I'PEHJIAH/ Y HOBOJ I'EOITIOJIMTUL A
APKTUKA: MUKPO-APEHA CABPEMEHOT
PUBAJICTBA BEJIUKUX CUJIA

Pe3ume

Pan ananmsupa reononuTHYKM 3Hauyaj ['peHnaHaa y caBpeMEHOM
MelhyHapoJHOM cHucTeMy ca ToceOHMM (OKycoOM Ha HEroBO
MO3UITMOHUPAE KA0 MHUKPO-apeHE PHUBAJICTBA BEIHMKHX CHIIA Y
apkTHYKoM peruony. [Tonasehu o peanucTHIKOT TEOPU)jCKOT MPHUCTYTIA,
HCTPaXHUBAKE UCIUTYjE HA KOJU HAYUH CE CaBPEMEHa IeOMOJTUTHYKA
KOHKypeHIIMja MaHH]ecTyje Kpo3 MOJIUTHYKE, EKOHOMCKE U
0e30e1HOCHE HHCTPpYMEHTe MOhu. MEeTO010JIOIIKKH OKBUP 3aCHHUBA CE Ha
KBaJIUTATHBHO] aHAJIM3M U CTYIMjH cliy4aja [ peHiania Kao cTpaTenku
peneBaHTHE TepHUTOopHje. AHaimM3a TOKa3yje Ja, YIPKOC OACYCTBY
OTBOpEHE BOjHE KOH(OPOHTAIINjE, PUBAJICTBO BEJIMKHX CHIIA Y APKTHKY
MOMprUMa KOMIUIEKCHE W BUIIICIMMEH3HOHATHE 00IHKe, unme ["peHian
no0uja yJory KJbYyYHE MHKPO-apeHe CaBPEMEHOT T'E€OMOIMTUYKOT
HaJMeTama. Y pajy ce aHalu3upa CTaB CBAaKOT O MOjeAMHAYHHX
BEJIMKUX TEOMOIUTHYKHX urpada npema [ 'pennanny (CA/, Hancka,
Pycwuja, Kanama, EBpoma). O6janmmaBajy ce bHXOBA MOTHBH M HA OCHOBY
Yera OHH ,,I0Jaxy rpaBo” Ha [ 'penmnan. Takole, oOpahena je maxma Ha
npupoaHa borarcTa ['peHIaH/a Koja MpUBIaYe MaXKby BETUKUX CUJIA.
3akJpyd OBOT pajia OAHOCE CE Ha CHCTEMAaTHU3alHjy A0CaJallmbhX
HCTpaKUBama Ha TeMy ['peHania, Kao 1 MpeICTaBIbamhe OPUTHHATHUX
3aKkJbydaka ayropke paaa. [lajy ce npermnocraBke o Oyayhem pa3sojy
morahaja u mTa MOYKEMO OYEKUBATH Y OBOM JIEJTy CBETA.

Kibyune peun: I'pennani, ApKTHK, T€OTIOJINTHKA, PUBAJICTBO BEITHMKHX
cuia, MehyHapoaHu ogHoCH
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The distinguished political
scientist and academician Dragan
Simeunovi¢ has, these days,
presented us with a new work:
Border and Identity, showing
how, for outstanding creators and
humanists, years pose no obstacle
whatsoever. A full professor at
the Faculty of Political Sciences
and the Faculty of Law of the
University of Belgrade, emeritus,
member of the European
Academy of Sciences and Arts,
the Academy of Sciences and
Arts of the Republic of Srpska,
and the American Academy of
Political and Social Science,
secretary of the Committee for
Philosophy and Social Theory of
the Serbian Academy of Sciences
and Arts, as well as the holder
of numerous other academic and
social functions, he has dedicated
his 28th book to a topic that has
never been more “heated” and
actual. In an age of unpredictable
global geopolitical changes and
turbulent international relations,
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he has offered an academically
mature, theoretically strong,
and methodologically simple
interpretation of essential political
phenomena: borders and identity.

Already from the striking
foreword by Professor Darko
Tanaskovi¢, we see that this is a
fundamental work that, alongside
a foundational analysis of society,
reveals a wealth of scientifically
grounded reflections on the
concept and meaning of borders
in a world of Huntingtonian rifts
among states and conflicts that
herald wars of religion and culture.
Borders and demarcations, identity
and alterity, violent emergence
and unlawful drawing are only
part of the social migrations and
divisions that daily reshape the
planet’s geopolitical mosaic, along
with the new redrawing of borders
and their permanent revisions.
Emphasising the intellectual
dispersion and synthetic method
of Professor Simeunovi¢, he points
in the foreword to the opened
epistemological gates that further
explain the border mentality and
the changes occurring in parallel
with the planet’s geopolitical
turbulences.

A contemporary essay on
borders and identities gradually
shifts our perceptions of these
concepts. By combining a
readable, simple, and universally
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understandable style, the author
unfolds a series of dilemmas aimed
at determining the significance
of space, always in relation to
freedom, which may also be
symbolic. Drawing on Arthur
Schopenhauer’s interpretation of
“the limits of our vision as the
limits we consider the limits of
the world,” Simeunovi¢ delves
into more conceptually demanding
and complex interpretations of
the line that conceals and reveals
the space of the state. This “is
not and can never be just a thin
imagined line,” the academician
concludes excellently, conducting
a dialogical discussion with Tibor
Varady, who, a decade ago, wrote
that “law too has its boundaries.”
The border is formally a
permanent but in practice highly
movable line, Simeunovi¢ notes,
recognising in this fact numerous
conflicts shaking the planet. The
fact that actors in conflicts do not
acknowledge the shifting of lines
does not mean that political reality
will not take them into account.

A Dborder is generally
established to separate differences,
but as Martin Heidegger says, it
is not merely the place “where
something ceases.” At the same
time, it is the space where
that Something begins, so the
border represents an end for
some, but also a beginning for
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others. Philosophically lyrical,
aesthetically refined, semantically
rich, Professor  Simeunovié
synthesises interspatial events
in the fields of politics, culture,
and conflictology, striving to
weave — by an invisible hand —
the interdependence of centre and
periphery, especially as reflected
in the environment around borders.
He does all this by depicting the
potential drama among individuals
and collectives who, existing in
this environment, seek economic
ways to shape their own lives in an
insecure community. “Uncertainty
is that factor which, even when
unacknowledged, discourages any
culture of saving. The life of border
guards created becari (or bekjari)
— military volunteers who spend
their pay for power because they
do not know whether they will still
be alive tomorrow or soon... The
turbulent life of the border guard
is compensation for his material
insecurity and the possibility of a
short life. The emanation of their
violence is an advance payment
for the violence that will sooner or
later be experienced” (Simeunovi¢
2025, 21).

The world is in turmoil;
constant tensions and fears are
increasing daily, so, logically,
the individual becomes a product
of their spiritual environment, as
Slobodan Jovanovi¢ observed long

before us. Every destabilisation
of a border is a potential
crisis for society, Simeunovié¢
concludes excellently, because
phenomenologically it represents
a space “‘unsupported by the
element of permanent security.”
In lay perception, borders are
always understood “as something
dangerous, unpleasant, and
insecure, so everyone strives to
cross them as soon as possible”
(Simeunovi¢ 2025, 26). Therefore,
here blood is the only currency
to which all bow, bringing back
onto the stage an anti-Freudian
readiness for bloodshed, where
it should be “those across the
border.” The author conceptually
immerses himself in Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s rapture
of sacrifice, which, in practice
among these people, creates a
cult of death, accompanied by an
epic fascination with the act of
sacrifice. Hence, also the problem
of identity, its fragmentation or
loss, due to which the One must
be distinguished from the Other.
Love for one’s people
and state is particularly visible
at borders, because emotions
resonate more strongly there than
in other spaces. Academician
Simeunovi¢ possesses a measure
by which he reduces heavy and
mostly well-known definitions to
light, understandable observations
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that point to potential political
dimensions. At first glance, this
seems easy, but it is clear that
behind it lies a rich encyclopedic
education that gives every reader
the impression of personal address
and conversation. Similar to Eric
Hobsbawm, he lucidly connects
the phenomena and processes he
points to with history and culture,
understanding that without them —
and religion — there is no national
identity. “The memory of shared
suffering and joy is the cement
of an ethnos,” Simeunovi¢ aptly
concludes, noting how warriors
remain in collective memory
for a long time, but not in the
same way as the devotees of the
Spirit. “Research, for example,
shows that today’s Serbs take
more pride in Nikola Tesla and
Novak Dokovi¢ than in Milos§
Obili¢. This indicates that times of
peace produce one kind of ethnic
identification and role models,
while times of war produce quite
another” (Simeunovi¢ 2025, 35).
The problem of conflict lies
in the fact that there is not enough
love for everyone, which means
that every love for “ours” also
implies a lack of love for others.
The merging of diverse ethnic
groups through long coexistence
led to the formation of nation-
states, especially through shared
experiences in wars and crises.
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Professor Simeunovi¢ is an
excellent connoisseur of political
theory, but also a guardian of
secrets that could reveal much
“excess of History” from more
recent confrontations. When he
speaks about the specific identity
of the border, we must trust him,
as the French sociologist Maurice
Duverger argues: “The border
deepens our tastes and makes
them more refined” through
constant comparisons with Others.
Although such identity is complex
and multivalent, we strive to
integrate it into the complex whole
of social relations, discovering
and accepting everything good in
the Other. Therefore, the border
does not reduce horizons but
opens them, reducing the innate
fear of incidents that are always
realistically possible. Love for all
who inhabit the same territory is
one of the solutions toward which
politics should strive, because
closing oneself within the Self and
One’s Own may increase security,
but diminishes love toward Others.

Although  modest in
volume, this monograph will
mean a great deal to the domestic
academic community, especially
to researchers of geopolitical
processes, security and conflict

studies, anthropologists,
philosophers, gender studies
researchers, and ordinary
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citizens eager for simple, useful is printed in English, making
knowledge. The publishing house its benefits available to a global
“Prometej” and the City of Novi audience.

Sad have ensured that the study
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International Organization for Standardization ?ISO?. 2019. Moving

from ISO 9001:2008 to ISO 9001:2015. Geneva: International
Organization for Standardization.

(International Organization for Standardization ?2ISO? 2019) — The first
in-text citation

(ISO 2019) — Second and all subsequent citations

Legal and Public Documents

Sections, articles, or paragraphs can be cited in the parentheses. They
should be appropriately abbreviated.

Constitutions and laws

The title of the legislative act [acronym if needed], “Official Gazette of
the state” and the number of the official gazette, or the webpage and the
date of last access.

The Constitution of the Republic of Serbia, “Official Gazette of the

Republic of Serbia”, No. 98/06.

(The Constitution of the Republic of Serbia, Art. 33)
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The Law on Foreign Affairs [LFA], “Official Gazette of the Republic of
Serbia”, No. 116/2007, 126/2007, and 41/2009.

(LFA 2009, Art. 17)

Succession Act [SA], “Official Gazette of the Republic of Croatia”, No.
48/03, 163/03, 35/05, 127/13, and 33/15 and 14/19.

(SA 2019, Art. 3)

An Act to make provision for and in connection with offences relating
to offensive weapons [Offensive Weapons Act], 16th May 2019, www.
legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2019/17/pdfs/ukpga 20190017 en.pdf, last
accessed 20 December 2019.

(Offensive Weapons Act 2019)

Legislative acts of the European Union

The title of the legislative act, the number of the official gazette, the
publication date, and the number of the page in the same format as on
the EUR-lex website: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/homepage.html.

Regulation (EU) No 182/2011 of the European Parliament and of
the Council of 16 February 2011 laying down the rules and general
principles concerning mechanisms for control by Member States of the
Commission’s exercise of implementing powers, OJ L 55, 28.2.2011,
p. 13-18.

(Regulation 182/2011, Art. 3)

Web sources

Surname, Name, or name of the corporate author [acronym]. Year of
publication or n.d. — if the year of publication cannot be determined.
“The name of the web page.” The name of the website. Date of creation,
modification, or the last access to the web page, if the date cannot be
determined from the source. URL.

Bilefsky, Dan, and Ian Austen. 2019. “Trudeau Re-election Reveals
Intensified Divisions in Canada.” The New York Times. https://www.
nytimes.com/2019/10/22/world/canada/trudeau-re-elected.html.

(Bilefsky and Austen 2019)

Institute for Political Studies [IPS]. n.d. “The 5% International Economic
Forum on Reform, Transition and Growth.” [Institute for Political
Studies. Last accessed 7 December 2019. http://www.ips.ac.rs/en/

news/the-5th-international-economic-forum-on-reform-transition-and-
growth/.
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(Institute for Political Studies [IPS] n.d.) — First in-text citation
(IPS n.d.) — Second and every subsequent citation

Associated Press [AP]. 2019. “AP to present VoteCast results at
AAPOR pooling conference.” May 14, 2019. https://www.ap.org/
press-releases/2019/ap-to-present-votecast-results-at-aapor-polling-
conference.

(AP 2019)

Special cases of referencing

Citing editions other than the first

Surname, Name. Year of publication. 7itle, edition number. Place of
publication: Publisher.

Bull, Hedley. 2012. The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World
Politics, 4™ edition. New York: Columbia University Press.

(Bull 2012)
Multiple sources of the same author

1) Multiple sources by the same author should be arranged
chronologically by year of publication in ascending order.

Mearsheimer, John J. 2001. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. New
York: W. W. Norton & Company.

Mearsheimer, John J. 2010. “The Gathering Storm: China’s Challenge
to US Power in Asia.” The Chinese Journal of International Politics 3

(4): 381-396. DOI: 10.1093/cjip/poq016.

2) Multiple sources by the same author from the same year should be
alphabetized by title, with lowercase letters attached to the year. Those
letters should be used in parenthetical citations as well.

Walt, Stephen M. 2018a. The Hell of Good Intentions: America’s
Foreign Policy Elite and the Decline of U.S. Primacy. New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux.

(Walt 2018a)

Walt, Stephen M. 2018b. “Rising Powers and the Risk of War: A Realist
View of Sino-American Relations.” In Will China's Rise be Peaceful:
Security, Stability and Legitimacy, ed. Asle Toje. 13-32. New York:
Oxford University Press.

(Walt 2018b)
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3) Single-authored sources precede multiauthored sources beginning
with the same surname or written by the same person.

Pollitt, Christopher. 2001. “Clarifying convergence. Striking similarities
and durable differences in public management reform.” Public
Management Review 3 (4): 471-492.DOI: 10.1080/14616670110071847.

Pollit, Christopher, Johnston Birchall, and Keith Putman. 1998.
Decentralising Public Service Management. London: Macmillan Press.
4) Multiauthored sources with the same name and surname as the

first author should continue to be alphabetized by the second author’s
surname.

Pollitt Christopher, Johnston Birchall, and Keith Putman. 1998.
Decentralising Public Service Management. London: Macmillan Press.

Pollitt Christopher, Colin Talbot, Janice Caulfield, and Amanda
Smullen. 2005. Agencies: How Governments do Things Through Semi-
Autonomous Organizations. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Special cases of parenthetical citation

Exceptions to the rule of placing the parenthetical citation at
the end of a sentence

1) If the author is mentioned in the text, even if used in a possessive
form, the year must follow in parenthesis, and page numbers should be
put in the brackets at the end of the sentence.
For the assessment, see Kaltwasser et al. (2017) ... (112).
According to Ellwood (2018) ... (7).
2) When quoting directly, if the name of the author precedes the
quotation, the year and page numbers must follow in parenthesis.
Mearsheimer (2001, 28) claims that: “...”.

3) When using the same source multiple times in one paragraph, the
parenthetical citation should be placed either after the last reference
(or at the end of the paragraph, preceding the final period) if the same
page (or page range) is cited more than once, or at the first reference,
whereas the subsequent citations should only include page numbers.

Do not use ibid or op. cit. with repeated citations.
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» €

Using brief phrases such as “see”, “compare” etc.

Those phrases should be enclosed within the parenthesis.
(see: Ellwood 2018)

Using secondary source

When using a secondary source, the original source should be cited in
parenthesis, followed by “quoted/cited in” and the secondary source.
The reference list should only include the secondary source.

“Its authority was greatly expanded by the constitutional revision
of 1988, and the Court of Arbitration can now be regarded as a
‘genuine constitutional court’” (De Winter and Dumont 2009, 109
cited in: Lijphart 2012, 39—40).

Lijphart, Arend. 2012. Patterns of Democracy: Government Forms
and Performance in Thirty-Six Countries, 2™ edition. New Haven
& London: Yale University Press.

Multiple sources within the same parentheses

1) When multiple sources are cited, they should be separated by
semicolons.
(Mearsheimer 2001, 34; Ellwood 2018, 7)

2) When multiple sources by the same author, but published in different
years are cited, the name of the author is cited only the first time. The
different years are separated by commas or by semicolons where page
numbers are cited.

(Mearsheimer 2001, 2010) or (Mearsheimer 2001, 15-17; 2010, 390)
3) When different authors share the same surname, include the first
initial in the parenthesis.

(M. Chiti 2004, 40), (E. Chiti 2004, 223)

Chiti, Edoardo. 2004. “Administrative Proceedings Involving European
Agencies.” Law and Contemporary Problems 68 (1): 219-236.

Chiti, Mario. 2004. “Forms of European Administrative Action.” Law
and Contemporary Problems 68 (1): 37-57.
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TEXT FORMATTING
General guidelines for writing the manuscript

The manuscript should be written in Word, in the following manner:

- Paper size: A4;
- Margins: Normal 2.54 cm;

- Use Times New Roman font (plain letters) to write the text, unless
specified otherwise;

- Line spacing: 1.5;

- Footnote line spacing: 1;

- Title font size: 14 pt;

- Subtitles font size: 12 pt;

- Text font size: 12 pt;

- Footnote font size: 10 pt;

- Tables, charts and figures font size: 10 pt;

- Use Paragraph/Special/First line at 1.27 cm;
- Text alignment: Justify;

- Font color: Automatic;

- Page numbering: Arabian numerals in lower right corner;

- Do not break the words manually by inserting hyphens to continue
the word in the next line;

- Save the manuscript in the .doc format.
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Research article manuscript preparation

The manuscript should be prepared in the following manner:

Name and surname of the first author’

* Footnote: E-mail address: The institutional e-mail address is strongly
recommended. ORCID:

Affiliation

Name and surname of the second author™

** Footnote: E-mail address: The institutional e-mail address is strongly
recommended. ORCID:

Affiliation
TITLE OF THE PAPER™

" Footnote: if necessary, specify one of the following (or similar)
data: 1) the name and number of the project; 2) the proceeding
where the manuscript was presented under the same or similar title;
3) statements of gratitude.

Abstract

Abstract, within 100-250 words range, contains the subject, aim,
theoretical and methodological approach, results and conclusions of
the paper.

Keywords: Below the abstract, five to ten key words should be written.
Key words should be written in roman font and separated by commas.

The manuscript can have maximally three levels of subtitles. Subtitles
should not be numbered. They should be used in the following manner:
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FIRST LEVEL SUBTITLE
Second level subtitle
Third level subtitle

Tables, charts, and figures should be inserted in the following
manner:

- Above the table/chart/figure, center the name of the Table,
Chart or Figure, an Arabic numeral, and the title in Times
New Roman font;

- Below the table/chart/figure, the source should be cited in
the following manner: 1) if the table/chart/figure is taken
from another source, write down Source: and include the
parenthetical citation information of the source; or 2) if the
table/chart/figure is not taken from another source, write
down Source: Author.

Use in-text references according to Citing and referencing.

Use the footnotes solely to provide remarks or broader explanations.

REFERENCES

References should be listed after the text of the paper, before the
Resume in the following manner:

- the first line of each reference should be left indented, and
the remaining lines should be placed as hanging by 1.27 cm
using the option Paragraph/Special/Hanging;

- all the references should be listed together, without separating
legal acts of archives;

- the references should not be numbered;

- list only the references used in the text.

After the reference list, write the name and surname of the author, the
tile of the paper and resume in Serbian in the following manner:
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5
HNme 1 npe3nMe mpBoOr ayropa

* dycnota: Umejn-anpeca aytopa: [lpenopydyje ce HaBoheme
WHCTHTYLIMOHATHE uMejn-aapece ayropa. ORCID:

Yemanosa 3anocnersa

HNme u npe3ume apyror ayropa**

** dycHora: Mmejn-anpeca ayropa: [Ipemopyudyje ce HaBoheme
WHCTHTYNIMOHATHE uMejn-aapece ayropa. ORCID:

Yemanosa 3anocnersa

HACJIOB PAJIA™

*#%* dycHOTA: 110 MOTPEOH, HABECTH jenaH o ciieaehux (WK CIMIHUX )
rogaraka: 1) Ha3uB u Opoj MPOjeKTa y OKBUPY KOTA je YiIaHaK
Harucas; 2) 11a je paJi PeTXOAHO U3JI0KEH Ha HAyYHOM CKYITy y BUJLY
YCMEHOT CaoIIITeHha MO/ HCTUM WM CIIMYHUM Ha3MBOM 3) HCKa3
3aXBaJIHOCTH.

Pe3ume

Resume (Pe3ume) up to 1/10 length of the paper contains the results
and conclusions of the paper which are presented in greater scope than
in the abstract.

Keywords (Kibyune peun): Keywords should be written in Times
New Roman font and separated by commas.

Review preparation

A review should be prepared in the same manner as the research article,
but leaving out the abstract, keywords, resume, or book cover.
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Book review preparation

When writing book reviews, split the text into two columns. Book
reviews should be prepared in the following manner:

Name and surname of the
author”

* In the footnote: E-mail address:
The institutional e-mail address is
strongly recommended. ORCID:

Affiliation

TITLE OF THE
BOOK REVIEW™

Footnote: if necessary,
specify one of the following
(or similar) data: 1) the name
and number of the project;
2) the proceeding where the
manuscript was  presented
under the same or similar title;
3) statements of gratitude.

sk

Below the title place the image of
the front cover;

Below the image of the front cover
list the book details according to
the following rule:

Name and surname of the author.
Year of publication. 7itle of
the book. Place of publication:
Publisher, total number of pages.

The text of the book review
should be prepared following the
guidelines of the research article
preparation.
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REVIEWERS’ GUIDELINES

The role of reviewers is to contribute to maintaining the high
quality of our journal. All submitted manuscripts undergo a double-
blind peer review, ensuring anonymity in both directions.

Requests for peer review are submitted through the SCIndeks
Assistant system. The deadline for accepting or declining the review
request is seven days from receipt, while the review itself must be
completed within two weeks of receiving the request. The content of the
review is confidential and must not be disclosed to individuals outside
the journal’s Editorial board. If, at any point, a reviewer becomes aware
of any conflict of interest related to the manuscript under review, they
are required to inform the Editorial board as soon as possible.

When reviewing a manuscript, the reviewer is required to
complete the attached review form:

Title of the manuscript:

Relevance, social, and scientific significance of the topic under
consideration:

To what extent has the author clearly outlined the theoretical and
methodological approach in the manuscript?

Is the manuscript based on contemporary and relevant literature,
particularly in terms of the author’s use of the latest research published
in scientific journals and conference proceedings (especially in political
science journals and proceedings)?

Scientific and social contribution of the manuscript. General comments
on the quality of the manuscript:

Suggestions for the author on how to improve the quality of the manuscript,
if necessary:

Please select one of the recommendations for categorizing the manuscript:
1. Original research article
2. Review article
3. Scientific critique, polemic, or commentary

Please select one of the recommendations regarding the publication
of this manuscript:

1. Publish without revision

2. Publish with minor revisions
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3. After revision, submit for a new round of review
4. Reject

Additional comments for the editor regarding ethical concerns
(e.g., plagiarism, fraud) or other aspects of the article that may assist in
making a final decision on its status.

Date of review:
Reviewer’s name, surname, and academic title:

The use of chatbots and other artificial intelligence software is
strictly prohibited in the preparation of reviews.
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