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Serbian president pursues EU membership, better US ties, and a 
bigger role in the Balkans
New Atlanticist by Larry Luxner
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President of Serbia Aleksandar Vucic receives the Chinese Sinopharm vaccine against COVID-19 at a health station in Rudna Glava, Serbia,
April 6, 2021 via REUTERS/Zorana Jevtic.

“We are ready to listen to all the critics,” says Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic regarding criticism of the state of 
democracy in his country amid its bid to join the European Union (EU), “and to implement everything that we have already 
agreed with the European Union on this.”

Vucic made his comments during an Atlantic Council Front Page event hosted by the organization’s Europe Center and 
co-moderated by Maja Piscevic, a nonresident senior fellow with the center, and Damon Wilson, executive vice president 
of the Council.

On Serbia’s recent delivery of more than 120,000 vaccine doses to neighboring Montenegro, North Macedonia, and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Vucic said he is “very proud [of] being part of a team that did something. I don’t believe that we 
did something huge or we did something historic, but we just did our job. We invested hard work and we got more 
vaccines than the others.”

Vucic said Serbia negotiated shipments from Pfizer and AstraZeneca as well as vaccines from China and Russia, and that 
by late October it will begin receiving doses from Moderna. Yet he denied allegations that Serbia acted as a testing 
grounds for stage-three trials of China’s Sinovac or Russia’s Sputnik jabs. “We were not a part of that process,” he said. 
“We just bought and we got more vaccines that finished all their trials in their own countries.”

Serbia’s vaccine diplomacy comes as the country begins its post-COVID recovery. (The country has fully vaccinated more 
than 17 percent of its population against COVID-19.) The International Monetary Fund predicts Serbia’s economy will
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expand by 5 percent this year, though Vucic expects gross domestic product (GDP) growth to reach 6.5 percent in 2021. In 
addition, Serbia received close to 70 percent of all foreign direct investment (FDI) destined for the Western Balkans last 
year. Vucic credited Serbia’s strong performance to the passage of labor and bankruptcy reforms in 2014 and 2015, as well 
as subsidies and tax incentives to encourage foreign investment.

Watch the full event

A friendship isn’t without its differences—even for Serbia and the United 
States

Vucic has placed a high priority on Serbia’s ties with the United States—a relationship likely to grow even closer under US 
President Joe Biden. “We'll do our best to boost the friendship between the two countries,” Vucic said, later adding that 
“there are, of course, differences, particularly on [the] Kosovo issue. But we are ready to discuss this,” he said, noting 
Biden’s readiness to listen to Serbia’s position on a range of matters.

“I hope that we can have a serious, responsible approach in developing our relationship. And I think that [the] US interest 
in the Western Balkans is having Serbia as an aily...” Vucic said. “But of course, ten times more than America’s interest [in] 
having Serbia as a friend is our interest [in] having America—if I cannot say the best friend in the world, I can say the friend 
with which we share a common interest and a common future.”

What’s next for Serbia’s EU-membership campaign

Meanwhile, Serbia’s efforts to join the EU have stalled amid concerns raised by the union—also echoed by the US State 
Department and watchdog groups like Freedom House—about corruption, attacks on journalists, and the general state of 
democracy in the country.

“I am very much aware that we are not perfect and I’m not hiding this,” Vucic said, outlining Serbia’s efforts to combat 
corruption, organized crime, and the general abuse of democracy.

On a list of items Serbia needs to complete prior to joining the EU, said Vucic, “we’ve started ticking the [boxes]... We do it 
because it’s useful for us and it’s good for Serbia’s democracy, and it’s good for Serbia’s image,” he said. “And if we are 
capable enough of delivering the very best results [on the] economy in this region, the very best results in [the] inoculation 
process in this region, I have no doubt we are ready to improve the state of human rights and democracy in this country as
well”

As Serbia's economy improves, however, Vucic said that the country will also need to tackle its impact on the environment 
to win the European Commission’s favor. He explained that Serbia is working on a green agenda. But “I have some fears,” 
said Vucic, “and I'm not absolutely jubilant about everything that we need to do... I’m always very sincere speaking about 
our economy, which is of an utmost importance for us, and it’s not easy to sacrifice something that works for you because 
of [a] green agenda. We'll have to do it, but we'll have to balance it smartly.”

According to Vucic, Serbia and others in the region are pushing for a common market, sometimes called a “mini- 
Schengen,” that would unite the smaller countries of the Western Balkans. Yet Vucic acknowledged that some people in
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