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Like Jared Kushner’s long-awaited Middle East peace plan, or the promise to build hotels in North Korea if the country denuclearizes, the Trump administration wants to solve longstanding problems in the Balkans by bolstering business.

The United States ambassador to Germany, Richard Grenell, has been shuttling between Serbia and Kosovo, meeting with business and political leaders alike in an effort to encourage both sides to solve the longstanding dispute over Serbia’s recognition of its former province as independent.

Members of the US administration, including President Donald Trump himself, view the Balkans as low-hanging fruit in terms of diplomatic successes and an opportunity to open a new part of the world to American businesses.

But at a time when the US has the chance to play a lead role in the Western Balkans, some experts argue that the policies of the Trump administration in the region lack cohesion.

The administration has appointed the widely respected diplomat Matthew Palmer as the US Special Representative to the Western Balkans, in addition to naming Ambassador Grenell as a special envoy for Serbia and Kosovo specifically.

But some observers say the duo’s appointment is a case of too many cooks spoiling the broth. And then there are bigger questions about Washington’s credibility in the region.

“There are excellent professional diplomats working on the Western Balkans, like Matthew Palmer and Phil Reeker,” said Michael Carpenter, managing director of the Penn Biden Center for Diplomacy and Global Engagement and a former deputy assistant secretary of defense for the Balkans.

“The problem right now is that the Trump administration’s national security apparatus is in tatters.”

“The Trump administration is so corrupt our diplomats can no longer raise concerns about corruption or abuse of power without sounding hypocritical,” Carpenter said.

“So despite the best intentions of the career national security professionals, US influence in the Western Balkans is at an all-time low.”

Policy ambiguity
Palmer and Grenell declined to comment for this story.

Diplomatic insiders say that the two men are coordinating closely, but political scientist Jasmin Mujanovic said it was hard to see how this was manifesting itself.

Mujanovic, whose research focuses largely on the Balkans, described Palmer’s appointment as a major boon to the region that could pay big dividends, but noted that the administration’s overall foreign policy has a lot of moving parts.

“It’s unclear what the White House’s position on the Kosovo-Serbia dialogue is, as a whole, and it’s sometimes difficult to ascertain what’s White House policy and what is State Department policy, and whether the two are genuinely coordinated,” Mujanovic said.

Indeed, people with knowledge of the matter say that the administration does not have a position on what a final agreement between Serbia and Kosovo would look like, despite the fact that the issue is considered important to the administration.

This ambiguity has arisen at a time when many argue that the US should play a bigger role in the Western Balkans.

For over a decade, the European future of the region was rarely questioned. At the 2003 EU-Western Balkans summit in Greece, European officials declared that the region’s future lay firmly within Europe.

Ten years later, Croatia joined the EU and a Stabilisation and Association Agreement came into force between the EU and Serbia. Montenegro, Albania, and North Macedonia all became official candidates to join the bloc, and Montenegro opened accession negotiations in 2012. The question of EU accession appeared to be a matter of when, not if.

But the past five years have seen enthusiasm among member states for enlargement wane, and in October French President Emmanuel Macron blocked the launch of membership talks for Albania and North Macedonia.

‘Most trusted partner’
Advocates of further EU enlargement to the Balkans have long argued that failure to press ahead would open the door to the likes of Russia, China and Turkey, which have sought to increase their political and financial leverage in the region.

During a congressional hearing in late October, Palmer said the US was “profoundly disappointed” with the EU’s failure to open accession negotiations for Tirana and Skopje.

“The European Council’s inaction last week risks eroding the EU’s credibility not just in the Western Balkans, but throughout Europe and globally,” Palmer said.

Integration with the West has long been viewed as key to keep ex-communist Eastern European countries from slipping back into authoritarianism.

Congressman Elliot Engel, chairman of the house foreign affairs committee, has argued that the EU’s failure to open accession talks means the US should play a bigger role in the Western Balkans.

“I’ve been following the Balkans for many years and one thing’s for sure: Whenever the West takes its eye off the region or tries to wall it off, the problems grow and the pressure builds,” Engels told Balkan Insight.

“For Albania and North Macedonia, that means the EU should have begun their accession processes. And, for Kosovo, the long overdue visa liberalisation should be granted at once,” Engel said. “Likewise, the United States plays a key role in the Balkans—and after the EU’s failure to advance the three deserving countries, the United States arguably is the most trusted partner of the region.”

But several European diplomats in Washington, speaking on condition of anonymity, expressed doubt over whether the Trump administration can successfully play an active role in the Balkans.

And Radoslaw Sikorski, a Polish member of the European Parliament responsible for relations with the US, likened Washington’s involvement in the Balkans to Europe involving itself in Costa Rica.

US still indispensible
Still, some individuals in Washington are leading substantive discussions about policy issues in the region.

On December 3, around 30 congressional staffers, interns, and others gathered on Capitol Hill to hear four experts talk about the impact of corruption on the Western Balkans. One of the main questions asked was about the effectiveness of the US role in the region.

Igor Novakovic, director of the International and Security Affairs Centre in Serbia, pointed to the US role in vetting judges for Albania’s constitutional court. And Igor Stojanovic, an expert with the Centre for Civic initiatives in Bosnia and Herzegovina, noted that US aid agency USAID has given millions of dollars to civil society groups that are fighting corruption.

Congress, meanwhile, continues to support American nongovernmental organisations working to strengthen democracy in the region, like the National Democratic Institute, NDI, which has offices in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, North Macedonia, and Serbia. The organisation’s representatives say they have been continuing their work despite EU policy in the region and regardless of any specific policies promoted by the Trump administration.

“There has not been any change in NDI’s operations since the Trump administration took office,” said Nadezhda Mouzykina, NDI’s program director for Central and Eastern Europe. “NDI and its partners…have continued to enjoy bipartisan support on the Hill for democracy and governance work.”

And not everyone has given up on Washington’s ability to play a constructive role in the region. Countries like Serbia and Bosnia Herzegovina will not be able to join the EU without Washington’s support, said Sasha Toperich, a former diplomat from Bosnia and Vice President of the Washington-based Transatlantic Leadership Network.

Both countries must solve some of their most longstanding problems, like the issue of Kosovo’s status or the implementation of European Court of Human Rights rulings on minority rights, in order to complete the accession process, Toperich noted.

“Solving these problems are not in the interest of current political elites,” Toperich said.

“US involvement is needed if any breakthrough is to be made.”

Bob Hand, a senior policy adviser at the US Helsinki Commission in Washington, argued that the US needs to coordinate more closely with Europe if its policy prescriptions are to be taken seriously.

“I would therefore argue for getting Europe to join us in sanctioning individuals from the region, including officials, in response to corrupt practices, human rights violations and undermining democratic institutions or the rule of law,” Hand said.

“Once that is done, we can then look at specific initiatives to encourage positive change.”

