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Abstract

The Western Balkans remains an arena of dynamic geopolitical competition, particularly
following the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the uneven progress of post-Yugoslav states
toward Euro-Atlantic integration. This paper analyzes the strategies of external influence
employed by China, Russia, and Turkiye in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro, two
states situated at a geopolitical crossroads that remain outside the European Union. Drawing
on a case-study approach and relying on academic literature and policy reports, the paper
examines the instruments of power each of these actors deploys in the selected countries. The
findings indicate that Chinese influence is primarily economic, centered on infrastructure
loans and energy projects, yet with a growing tendency to transition toward "sharp power"
through technological dependency and non-transparent contractual arrangements. Russia, by
contrast, offers little in terms of constructive development, grounding its regional presence in
the exploitation of ethnic and religious divisions, disinformation campaigns, and the
obstruction of Euro-Atlantic integration. Turkiye pursues an influence model rooted in "neo-
Ottomanism," employing instruments of cultural diplomacy, humanitarian aid, and expanding
economic investment through institutions such as TIKA and Diyanet. Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Montenegro remain particularly vulnerable to external influence due to
institutional fragility and internal instabilities, and the capacity to balance the competing
interests of global powers while maintaining a consistent Euro-Atlantic orientation will prove
decisive for the long-term stability of both societies.

Keywords: Western Balkans, soft power, sharp power, hybrid warfare, China, Russia,
Tlrkiye, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, geopolitics, neo-Ottomanism, Belt and Road
Initiative
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Introduction

For centuries, the Balkan region has been a sphere of competing influences. After the
disintegration of Yugoslavia, once again newly-formed independent countries became
attractive arenas for both Western and Eastern powers to expand their reach. While some
post-Yugoslav states oriented themselves toward the West, others looked East, and some
remained caught in-between, carefully weighing their strategic options.

Due to complex domestic politics and deep-seated historical and ethnic tensions, progress
over the last 30 years has been uneven. Of the seven republics emerging from Yugoslavia’s
collapse, only Slovenia and Croatia have joined the European Union. The remaining nations
stuck in limbo or attempt to “sit on the fence” between global powers. This creates a vacuum
where more or less malign actors exert influence over these smaller, less powerful states.

This influence is not inherently malevolent. The concept of soft power - as opposed to hard
power, which relies on military force or sanctions — involves shaping the preferences of others
through cultural appeal and ideology. Joseph Nye, who popularized the term in the 1990s,
cited the United States as the prime example. The U.S. successfully exported its culture and
liberal ideology worldwide; the “American Dream” proved particularly potent in former
Soviet-bloc countries.

However, critics argue that the efficacy of soft power is difficult to quantify, making its actual
impact ambiguous®. Some contend that hard power remains the only definitive means of
exerting international pressure. In the current multipolar system, various actors strive to
appear appealing to smaller states to secure their own interests. While some of these efforts
align with soft power, others take the form of sharp power — efforts to undermine or
destabilize a target nation’s political system through manipulative means and disinformation
contrasting with the inherent “attractiveness” of soft power. In the Balkan context, Russia and
China are frequently identified as the primary practitioners of such tactics?, whereas Tiirkiye’s
influence is rooted primarily in historical and cultural ties.

This paper aims to analyze and compare the strategies employed by Russia, China, and
Turkiye to influence Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro. Both are relatively young
states: Bosnia and Herzegovina achieved full independence following the 1995 war, while
Montenegro became sovereign after the 2006 referendum. Both nations stand at a geopolitical
crossroads; neither is an EU member, though Montenegro joined NATO in 2017. Given these
conditions, they remain highly susceptible to external influence.

! Margaret Seymour, “The Problem with Soft Power,” Foreign Policy Research Institute, 14.09.2020,
https://www.fpri.org/article/2020/09/the-problem-with-soft-power/

2 Rumena Filipova, Ruslan Stefanov, “The Twin Authoritarian Challenge in the Western Balkans”, Center for
European Policy Analysis, 08.02.2021, https://cepa.org/article/the-twin-authoritarian-challenge-in-the-western-
balkans/
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The paper uses a case-study approach, utilizing mostly academic literature and policy reports.
The main findings reveal that China’s influence is predominantly economic, built on
infrastructure loans and energy projects, but it is gradually moving toward more coercive
forms of engagement, raising concerns over debt, a lack of transparency and technological
dependency. Russia, on the other hand, offers little in terms of development and instead
focuses on exploiting ethnic and religious differences to block the region’s path toward
Western structures like the EU and NATO. Meanwhile, Turkiye takes a different approach,
employing classic soft power tools like cultural projects, humanitarian aid, and growing
investment.

The article is divided into three chapters, each focusing on one external actor. Additionally,
each chapter consists of three sections, the first one outlines the actor’s general strategy, the
second examines actions undertaken by the actor in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the last
focuses on activities in Montenegro, highlighting specific examples such as infrastructure
projects and cultural diplomacy. The paper concludes with a comparative analysis of the
dangers and threats facing the Balkan countries.
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China

a) China’s strategy

The Western Balkans play a pivotal role in China’s broader strategy of spreading their
economic influence across Europe, serving as a “middle corridor” between Asia and the
European continent. From Beijing’s perspective, the region’s primary advantage lies in the
fact that most of these states are not yet members of the European Union and are still defining
their geopolitical orientation. This creates a vacuum that China is eager to fill. Because these
nations are not yet fully bound by stringent EU anti-corruption or safety regulations, Chinese
investments often escape rigorous oversight. As local governments remain in dire need of
capital for developmental projects, the strategic importance of the Balkans as a transit corridor
has grown exponentially, especially amidst shifting global conflicts.?

China’s engagement in the Balkans is predominantly economic. For years, Chinese
enterprises have heavily invested in infrastructure and energy through the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). While the BRI aims to enhance global connectivity and trade, it is
increasingly viewed as a vehicle for projecting Chinese influence. Concerns have been raised
regarding the lack of transparency in tendering processes and project execution. These
projects are often insular; they are typically carried out by Chinese firms using imported
Chinese labor. These workers frequently live in closed-off communities under Chinese
jurisdiction, raising serious concerns about the protection of their human and labor rights.
Furthermore, this lack of integration with local markets often limits the actual economic
benefits for the host countries.

The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 provided a significant opening for China to enhance its
global standing. Following the WHO’s emergency approval of Chinese vaccines in early
2021, Beijing gained a potent diplomatic tool. While the European Union was initially
hesitant to distribute Western vaccines (such as Pfizer or Moderna) to non-member Balkan
states, China stepped in as one of the earliest and most prolific donors. This “vaccine
diplomacy” successfully bolstered China’s image among the local populations. Consequently,
some experts argue that at this juncture Chinese soft power began to transition into “sharp
power’™ — a more assertive approach increasingly reliant on technological dependency.

The Confucius Institute, a state-funded nonprofit aimed at promoting Chinese language and
culture serves as another pillar of influence. Operating primarily on university campuses,
there is at least one such institute in every Balkan country (with the exception of Kosovo,
whose independence Beijing does not recognize). However, these institutions have faced
international scrutiny over allegations of interference in academic freedom, security risks, and
potential espionage, leading several Western nations to shutter them.

¥ Vladimir Shopov, “Eyes Wide Shut: How To Read China’s Playbook in the Western Balkans”, European
Council on Foreign Relations, 04.11.2025, p. 5

* Asja Hafner,” Vakcine, kamere i vojne vjezbe u funkciji 'ostre mo¢i' Kine na Zapadnom Balkanu”, Slobodna
Evropa, 26.09.2025, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/kina-ostra-moc-zapadni-balkan/33513291.html
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In recent years, China’s approach has evolved further, shifting focus toward the export of
high-end technology. A prime example is the Digital Silk Road (DSR), a key component of
the Belt and Road Initiative. Launched in 2015, the DSR promotes the deployment of 5G
networks, undersea cables, surveillance systems, and artificial intelligence. Leading
participants like Huawei and ZTE have faced international criticism and accusations of
violating privacy and human rights laws.

Ultimately, China’s soft power is gradually hardening into “sharp power”. Nevertheless, the
influence on the Western Balkans is still relatively weak and remains centered on business
deals and infrastructure loans. It does, however, raise questions regarding transparency, debt
sustainability, and the long-term autonomy of Balkan political decision-making.

b) Bosnia and Herzegovina

Bosnia and Herzegovina presents a unique case due to its intricate administrative structure. As
the country is divided into two entities - the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and
Republika Srpska — China has had to adopt a multifaceted approach. In the Serb-majority
Republika Srpska, Beijing is fostering ties that mirror its close relationship with Serbia. This
is particularly evident in the educational sector; for instance, the University of East Sarajevo
coordinates courses with Chinese counterparts®, complemented by an extensive range of
scholarships. Furthermore, Confucius Institutes are active in both Banja Luka and Sarajevo.
Regarding infrastructure, China primarily focuses on providing loans for the expansion of the
national highway network. The Banja Luka-Prijedor highway project drew significant
scrutiny due to opaque tender conditions. Reports indicate that the Chinese investor is entitled
to collect tolls for 30 years, raising concerns among activists regarding the lack of clear
financial benefits for Bosnia and Herzegovina®.

In the energy sector, the Stanari Thermal Power Plant - constructed by the Chinese company
Dongfang, and funded by the China Development Bank — commenced operations in
September 2016. However, it was criticized for failing to meet environmental standards’, with
local residents reporting significant air pollution®. Despite these issues, the government of
Bosnia and Herzegovina entered into another contract with China Gezhouba for the
construction of the Tuzla Power Plant®. Although the China Exim Bank was set to finance 85
percent of the project, the EU Commission for Enlargement criticized the deal for violating

® Urban Jaksa, “Beijing’s Balkan Classrooms”, The Diplomat, 06.03.2026,
https://thediplomat.com/2026/03/beijings-balkan-classrooms/

® «Analysis: The secret Agreement regarding the Chinese Highway in BiH”, Sarajevo Times, 07.07.2022,
https://sarajevotimes.com/analysis-the-secret-agreement-regarding-the-chinese-highway-in-bih/

" “Stanari lignite power plant, Bosnia and Herzegovina”, https://bankwatch.org/project/stanari-lignite-power-
plant-bosnia-and-herzegovina

® Svjetlana Surlan, ,,Alarmantna zagadenost vazduha §tetnom prainom u Stanarima”, 17.09.2019,
https://capital.ba/alarmantna-zagadjenost-vazduha-stetnom-prasinom-stanari/#. XY C7QPfw2Sg.twitter

° Mirela Petkova, “The Environmental Impact of Chinese Projects in the Western Balkans”, China Observers in
Central and Eastern Europe, p. 17
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state aid rules under the Energy Community Treaty™. Ultimately, the project collapsed in
2024 after General Electric refused to supply essential equipment, rendering the contract
impossible to fulfill.

China Gezhouba Group Corporation is also spearheading the Dabar Hydropower Plant, one of
the region’s most ambitious recent undertakings. Once again, China serves as both the lender
and the contractor. The project remains shrouded in controversy as the management of
Hydropower Plants on Trebisnjica has refused to disclose the secret tender conditions.
Experts warn that beyond the lack of transparency, the project poses substantial
environmental risks.

To mitigate the negative image associated with these environmentally damaging projects,
China has increasingly invested in renewable energy — a move often described as
“greenwashing”. Examples include a €100 million solar plant near Stolac, intended to be the
country’s largest. However, this investment has been marred by labor issues; many Chinese
workers lacked residency or work permits, and tragically, a fatal workplace accident occurred
in June 2025%. Similarly, a wind farm between Livno and Tomislavgrad, managed by
Sinohydro, has faced backlash. Several families were displaced without compensation from
either the company or the cantonal government, and the contractual details remain
undisclosed™.

The Digital Silk Road, a technological offshoot of the Belt and Road Initiative, represents
another frontier of influence involving 5G networks, fiber-optic cables, and surveillance
systems. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, companies like Huawei are deeply embedded in these
developments, sparking concerns over national security and data privacy. Given Huawei’s
alleged ties to the Chinese Communist Party and the People’s Liberation Army, there are
persistent fears regarding the potential transfer of sensitive data to Beijing™.

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s engagement with the Digital Silk Road further reflects its internal
divisions. The country has become a microcosm of the broader technological “trade war”
between the West and China. While Republika Srpska has been more receptive to Chinese
technology — relying heavily on Huawei for its high-speed internet infrastructure™ - the
European Union has actively discouraged the Federation from such partnerships, urging
collaboration with more reliable Western providers. Nevertheless, surveillance cameras from

19 «“The problem with Tuzla 7 coal-fire power station”, https:/justfinanceinternational.org/2020/05/27/the-
problem-with-tuzla-7-coal-fire-power-station/

11 «Chinese investments are changing the energy landscape of BiH: The case of the Dabar hydropower plant”,
Standard Prva, 29.11.2025, https://standardprva.ba/en/novost/kineske-investicije-mijenjaju-energetski-pejzaz-
bih-slucaj-hidroelektrane-dabar

12 Borivoje Simi¢, “Na gradilistu najveée solarne elektrane u regiji tek nekoliko radnika”, Indikator.ba,
20.10.2025, https://indikator.ba/POLITIKA-I-DRU%C5%A0TVO/ArtMID/421/ArticlelD/21848/Na-
gradili%C5%A1tu-najve%C4%87e-solarne-elektrane-u-regiji-tek-nekoliko-radnika

13 Predrag Zvijerac, “Kineska vjetroelektrana u BiH bez dozvola za rad”, Slobodna Evropa, 19.09.2024,
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/ivovik-vjetroelektrana-kina-bih-dozvole/33102814.html

' Arta Haxhixhemaijli, “The Western Balkans and China’s Digital Silk Road”, The German Marshall Fund, p. 5.
!> Arta Haxhixhemaji, “China’s Digital Silk Road in the Western Balkans: Threat or Opportunity?”, China
Observers in Central and Eastern Europe, 15.05.2025, https://chinaobservers.eu/chinas-digital-silk-road-in-the-
western-balkans-threat-or-opportunity/
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Chinese firms currently under U.S. sanctions are widely used in public institutions across the
country, posing a continuous threat to state and personal data security*®.

c) Montenegro

The most notorious Chinese infrastructural project in Montenegro is the Bar-Boljare highway,
designed to link the port of Bar and the capital, Podgorica, with the Serbian border. To fund
the project, the Montenegrin government secured a loan of nearly $1 billion from the Export-
Import Bank of China — an amount that, at the time, represented approximately one-quarter of
the country’s annual GDP. It took eight years to complete a mere 41-kilometer section of the
motorway, resulting in an enormous financial burden that pushed the nation to the brink of
bankruptcy. This situation led many experts to label the project a prime example of “debt trap
diplomacy” — the practice of extending high-value loans to smaller nations, knowing they may
struggle to repay, thereby creating economic dependency and securing political leverage for
Beijing. Conversely, some argue that this was simply the most accessible financing option for
a vital infrastructure project'’ - China does not expect the debtor to comply with various
requirements in order to obtain the necessary funds, as, for example, the European Union
does. Nevertheless, the loan agreement is heavily skewed in China’s favor®; it stipulates that
in the event of legal disputes, Chinese law applies, and Beijing retains final authority over any
contractual amendments. These terms establish a starkly unequal power dynamic between the
investor and the debtor.

Environmental degradation represents another significant concern associated with Chinese
investments. There is documented evidence that the Bar-Boljare construction caused
extensive damage to local ecosystems. Toxic waste was discharged into the Tara river — a
UNESCO-protected site - permanently altering its riverbed®. Furthermore, hazardous
materials were disposed of in illegal landfills. Despite the severity of these environmental
infractions, neither the Chinese contractors nor the Montenegrin authorities have faced
meaningful legal or financial consequences.

The Pljevlja Power Plant, Montenegro’s sole coal-fired facility, constitutes the second major
Chinese investment in the country. The government contracted the Chinese firm Dongfang to
modernize the plant to meet EU environmental standards. However, the economic viability of
this modernization has been widely questioned, specifically regarding whether it will truly
ensure compliance with European regulations or significantly improve efficiency®®. The

16 Aida Trepani¢ Hebib, “Bh. pravosude koristi kamere kineskih firmi sankcionisanih zbog rizika za sigurnost”,
Detektor, 14.01.2025, https://detektor.ba/2025/01/14/bh-pravosudje-koristi-kamere-kineskih-firmi-
sankcionisanih-zbog-rizika-za-sigurnost/

Marko Savi¢, Todor Laki¢, “Rethinking Debt-Trap Diplomacy: A Case Study of Montenegro’s Debt to China”,
Annales, p.68.

'8 Ana Krstinovska, “China’s Aid in the Western Balkans: Supporting Development, Undermining Good
Governance ”, China Observers in Central and Eastern Europe, p. 20

19 Mirela Petkova, “The Environmental...”, p. 18

20 «pljevlja I power plant, Montenegro”, Bankwatch, https://bankwatch.org/project/pljevlja-i-power-plant-
montenegro
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project has also been marred by a lack of transparency in the tendering process, significant
delays, and cost overruns. Furthermore, there is currently no conclusive evidence that the
reconstruction has effectively reduced pollution levels®.

Meanwhile, cultural and academic cooperation continues to expand. Montenegro hosts two
Confucius Institutes and maintains exchange programs between local and Chinese
universities. Two major institutions — the University of Montenegro and the University of
Donja Gorica — engage in extensive staff and student exchanges and offer various Chinese-
funded scholarships. More recently, these universities have begun collaborating on artificial
intelligence and cybersecurity projects. This development has raised security alarms, given
the potential ties between Chinese academic entities and the sanctioned People’s Liberation
Army?.

2L “EPCG tvrdi da su emisije iz termoelektrane nize, Knezevi¢: EPCG pokusava da brojevima prikrije stvarnost”,
21.12.2025, EcoPortal, https://www.ecoportal. me/mjerenja-emisija-potvrdila-smanjenje-zagadenja-iz-
termoelektrane-nakon-rekonstrukcije/

22 Urban Jaksa, ,,Beijing’s Balkan Classrooms”, The Diplomat, 06.03.2026,
https://thediplomat.com/2026/03/beijings-balkan-classrooms/
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Russia

a) Russia’s strategy

Russia is constantly refining its hybrid warfare strategies. Its methods diverge significantly
from the traditional concept of soft power as defined by Joseph Nye in the late 1980s.
Russia’s approach to exerting influence is multifaceted, yet “positive” instruments — such as
the promotion of culture, international cooperation, and shared values, are noticeably scarce
compared to other actors analyzed in this paper. Instead, Moscow’s influence is
predominantly rooted in intimidation, strategic ambiguity, and the exploitation of local
grievances. Lacking extensive direct economic ties to the Balkans, Russia’s primary objective
in the region is to foment instability, sow confusion, and obstruct further integration into
Western structures and institutions. While Moscow only began prioritizing the region in the
second decade of the 21% century, its efforts have remained heavily concentrated on Serbia®.

According to Russian narratives, the Balkans are portrayed as a “playground” for the West,
which is depicted as a neo-colonialist, hegemonistic power seeking only to exploit regional
resources for its own gain. Conversely, it presents itself as a disinterested partner and a
“Slavic brother” offering selfless assistance. Moscow frames its identity as deeply religious
and conservative, anchored in traditional values. By actively opposing the perceived rapid
liberal shifts in the global order, Russia projects a conservative alternative that finds fertile
ground in the Orthodox-majority parts of the Balkans, specifically Serbia, Republika Srpska,
and Montenegro.

Russian propaganda is particularly effective in the realms of media and disinformation. This
is primarily channeled through state-funded outlets such as RT (Russia Today) and Sputnik.
Although based mainly in Serbia, their content permeates neighboring countries due to
linguistic similarities across the post-Yugoslav space. These outlets market themselves as
alternatives to “mainstream” media, claiming to debunk Western myths. However, their
operations extend beyond criticizing the West; they frequently target Western-oriented Balkan
states, such as Montenegro. Their reporting often utilizes sensationalist “click-bait” headlines
designed to trigger emotional responses and polarize public opinion.

b) Bosnia and Herzegovina

Russia regularly criticizes the Dayton Agreement, which ended the Bosnian War in the 1990s,
portraying it as an unstable framework imposed by Western powers. Simultaneously, Moscow
acts as a key political patron for Bosnhian Serbs, encouraging rhetoric centered on the potential
unification of Republika Srpska with the Republic of Serbia. Furthermore, the Kremlin

2 Wouter Zweers, Niels Drost, Baptiste Henry, “Little substance, considerable impact: Russian influence in
Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Montenegro”, Netherlands Institute of International Relations, p. 8
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actively disseminates narratives claiming that Serbs face systematic discrimination not only in
Bosnia and Herzegovina but also in Montenegro and Kosovo.

The leadership of Republika Srpska remains overtly pro-Russian. Its preceding president,
Milorad Dodik, is among the most loyal European allies of Vladimir Putin, frequently echoing
the Kremlin’s anti-Western rhetoric. This alignment significantly obstructs the geopolitical
and institutional progress of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Both Bosnian Serb politicians and
Russian officials consistently challenge the authority of the High Representative, reject
United Nations resolutions regarding the Srebrenica genocide, and oppose Bosnia and
Herzegovina’s integration into Western structures such as the European Union and NATO®.
This coordinated obstructionism ensures that the state remains functionally paralyzed and
politically stagnant.

Russian influence extends beyond political elites, deeply permeating certain segments of
society. By positioning itself as a pan-Slavist protector of Orthodox Christianity and
traditional values, Russia resonates with a significant portion of the Serb population. In this
worldview, Moscow is perceived as a “big brother” — a strategic guardian against the
perceived encroachment of a fast-paced liberal world.

The media landscape in Bosnia and Herzegovina is as fragmented as its administration, with
each entity operating its own public broadcaster. This environment facilitates the creation of
divergent narratives tailored to specific ethnic audiences. Rather than fostering reconciliation,
this media polarization further divides an already fractured society — a situation that Russia
actively exploits.

A phenomenon specific to Bosnia is the involvement of its citizens in foreign armed conflicts.
Following the earlier precedent of citizens joining the Islamic State in Syria, a new trend has
emerged involving Bosnian Serbs fighting for Russian forces in Ukraine. Reports indicate that
at least twenty Bosnian citizens have joined the Russian military?>. A major legal challenge
for Bosnia and Herzegovina is that these fighters are often granted Russian citizenship in
exchange for their service, which complicates efforts to extradite and prosecute them upon
their return.

Furthermore, Russia has established a noticeable economic presence in Republika Srpska. The
country is currently BiH’s most valuable economic partner, after the EU and CEFTA
countries®®. However, the actual numbers are rather low — in 2025, Russia was responsible for
0.9% of all imported goods to Bosnia and Herzegovina, compared to the European Union’s
58%°".

Prior to the 2022 Ukraine war, Russia was predominantly focused on energy investments,
with the prime example being the oil refinery in Brod in Republika Srpska. Since 2007, it has

**Hamza Karcic, “Putin’s Most Loyal Balkan Client”, Foreign Policy, 07.10.2022,
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/10/07/bosnia-elections-milorad-dodik-putin-russia/

2% «gud BiH odbio optuznicu protiv Darija Risti¢a, ruskog dobrovoljca iz BiH”, Slobodna Evropa, 1.01.2026,
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/dario-ristic-ruski-dobrovoljac-sud-bih/33722228.html

% «Kakav je ekonomski uticaj Rusije u BiH?”, Akos, 15.09.2022, https://akos.ba/kakav-je-ekonomski-uticaj-
rusije-u-bih/

2T WTO Tariff & Trade Data, https://ttd.wto.org/en/reports/import-export-
patterns/partners?member=C070&product=TOTAL&year=2025&depth=2&classification=HS
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been owned by the Russian company NjeftegazinKor, which holds 80% of its shares®.
However, under the new management, the refinery’s workforce was reduced by 1,000, while
its accumulated debt rose from 175,6 million BAM to 821,5 million BAM over the years®.
Currently, the factory is not refining oil at all, following a fire that broke out at the site in
2018. Due to opaque and ineffective management practices, as well as a failure to comply
with the contract between NjeftegazinKor and the government of Republika Srpska, it is
believed that Moscow views the oil refinery as a tool to achieve its geopolitical goals rather
than to improve Bosnia’s economy®.

As a result of its aggression against Ukraine, Russia and its companies have been subjected to
American and European sanctions. Currently, Russia is exploring opportunities to use Bosnia
and Herzegovina to evade these restrictions and place its products on Western markets. If
such actions were to take place, Bosnia and Herzegovina would risk serious political and
economic consequences, falling even further behind in its integration with the European
Union®..

All things considered, Russia’s influence in Bosnia and Herzegovina remains relatively weak,
as it offers little in terms of constructive development. Instead, Moscow’s strategy relies on
exploiting ethnic division and maintaining regional instability to preclude Balkan integration
into the EU and NATO.

c) Montenegro

The most notorious example of Russian interference in Montenegro was the failed coup
attempt of 2016. The plot was triggered by Montenegro’s decisive westward shift, specifically
the signing of the NATO accession protocol in May that year. Tensions had already escalated
when Podgorica denied Russia access to the ports of Kotor and Bar — facilities that would
have provided Moscow with strategic entry into the Eastern Mediterranean. With
Montenegro’s subsequent NATO membership, the entire Adriatic coastline fell under the
Alliance’s control. The coup’s objective was to assassinate then-Prime Minister Milo
Djukanovi¢ and install a pro-Russian administration. Montenegrin authorities arrested twenty
individuals, including a former Serbian gendarmerie commander, several Serbian nationals,
operatives linked to the Russian GRU and FSB*,

%8 Banjalucka berza, https://www.blberza.com/Pages/Issuer Data.aspx?code=RNAF

%% Bojana Ninkovi¢, ,,Kako su Rusi unistili Rafineriju nafte “Brod”, Capital, 15.03.2024, https://capital.ba/kako-
su-rusi-unistili-rafineriju-nafte-brod-video/

% |bidem

%! Andrijana Pisarevi¢, ,,Rusi istrazuju u Srpskoj moguénost zaobilazenja sankcija i pla¢anje u kriptovalutama”,
Capital, 11.08.2025, https://capital.ba/rusi-istrazuju-u-srpskoj-mogucnost-zaobilazenja-sankcija-i-placanje-u-
kriptovalutama/

%2 Heather A. Conley, Matthew Melino, “Russian Malign Influence in Montenegro: The Weaponization and
Exploitation of History, Religion, and Economics”, Center for Strategic and International Studies, 14.05.2019,
https://www.csis.org/analysis/russian-malign-influence-montenegro-weaponization-and-exploitation-history-
religion-and
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Despite its relatively small economy, Montenegro records a disproportionately high share of
Russian Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). Over the last decade, Russia has been the nation’s
largest investor, particularly within the tourism sector; at one point, over 30% of foreign-
owned companies in Montenegro were controlled by Russian citizens®. Russian actors also
played a pivotal role in the privatization of state enterprises in the early 21% century. A
prominent example is the acquisition the Podgorica Aluminum Plant (KAP) by oligarch Oleg
Deripaska in 2005. KAP was a cornerstone of the Montenegrin economy, accounting for a
substantial portion of the country’s exports and industrial employment. However, the plant’s
operations were plagued by mounting debt, high production costs, and technological
obsolescence. Despite significant financial subsidies from the Montenegrin government, the
company ultimately declared bankruptcy in 2013*

Russia also actively destabilizes the Montenegrin media landscape. While Moscow lacks
official state news agencies within the country, it relies on a network of local journalists and
portals willing to disseminate Kremlin-aligned narratives®. Pro-Russian media outlets
proliferated once Montenegro’s path toward NATO became clear, focusing on anti-\WWestern
and anti-NATO content while frequently sensationalizing the perceived threats facing the
Serbian minority.

In 2016 and 2017, Montenegro became a primary target of Russian cyber-attacks.
Government websites, as well as those of pro-democratic organizations and political parties,
were repeatedly compromised. A major offensive occurred on the day of the 2016
parliamentary elections — coinciding with the planned coup — during which citizens received
anti-government text messages from untraceable numbers. These operations also included
sophisticated phishing campaigns, where government institutions received fraudulent e-mails
mimicking official communications from the EU or NATO,

Furthermore, Russia utilizes “special weapons” in the digital sphere, such as the distribution
of fabricated content through deceptive websites and social media channels. This included the
creation of cloned websites that mimicked legitimate news outlets to spread disinformation.
These campaigns relied on vast networks of “bot” accounts and fake profiles to amplify anti-
Western sentiment. Investigations have since confirmed the direct involvement of the GRU,
Russian intelligence agency, in these coordinated disinformation efforts*’.

% Heather A. Conley, Donatienne Ruy, Ruslan Stefanov, Martin Vladimirov, “The Kremlin Playbook 2: The
Enablers”, Center for Strategic and International Studies, p. 94

% Samir Kajosevic, “Russian Oligarch’s Compensation Case Against Montenegro ‘Rejected’”, 17.10.2019,
Balkan Insight, https://balkaninsight.com/2019/10/17/russian-oligarchs-compensation-case-against-montenegro-
rejected/bi/montenegro/montenegro-politics-and-society/

% Uloga Rusije na Balkanu, Slu¢aj Crne Gore”, Digitalni forenzigki centar, 2021, p. 61

% |bidem, p. 70

*" |bidem, p. 72
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Turkiye

a) Tirkiye’s strategy

Tiirkiye’s foreign policy underwent a radical transformation at the turn of the 20™ century.
Following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the Turkish Republic initially adopted a
secular, inward-looking stance, largely avoiding entanglement in foreign affairs. While shifts
began to emerge in the 1980s, a decisive redirection occurred when the Justice and
Development Party (AKP) rose to power in 2002. Under Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the
government began to invoke the country’s imperial past while emphasizing its Islamic
identity and heritage. Ahmet Davutoglu, serving as Foreign Minister and later Prime Minister,
laid the conceptual foundations for what is now widely termed “neo-Ottomanism”. This
doctrine advocates for proactive diplomacy within former Ottoman spheres of influence,
rebuilding ties based on shared history, tradition, and culture. Consequently, the Balkans
became a primary theater for Tirkiye’s soft power initiatives.

The geopolitical shifts of the 1990s — notably the dissolution of the Soviet Union and
Yugoslavia — presented Turkiye with unprecedented opportunities to expand its influence
across Central Asia and the Balkans. Ankara’s engagement now spans various Sectors,
ranging from the restoration of Ottoman heritage and humanitarian aid to language promotion
and media exports.

Several state institutions are pivotal to this strategy. One of the most significant is Diyanet
(the Presidency of Religious Affairs). Established in 1924 under Mustafa Kemal Atatlrk, its
original purpose was to bring religious life under state control within a secular national
framework. Its responsibilities included administering mosques and overseeing the
appointment of religious officials. However, with the surge of Turkish emigration to the West
in the 1970s, Diyanet’s mandate expanded to managing mosques abroad. This move served a
dual purpose: providing pastoral care for the diaspora while ensuring that Turkish citizens
remained insulated from foreign or radical interpretations of Islam®. Today, Diyanet
facilitates mosque construction, issues religious publications, and coordinates social aid
through the Diyanet Foundation, which operates hospitals and conducts extensive charitable
activities, including the collection of zakat.

Another cornerstone of Turkish influence is TIKA (the Turkish Cooperation and Coordination
Agency). Founded in 1992, it initially focused on the newly independent states of Central
Asia, aiming to foster ties based on Turkic ethnic and linguistic bonds. In 1999, TiKA was
reconstructed under the Prime Ministry, leading to a significant expansion of its geographical
and functional scope. Today, TIKA operates globally, implementing projects in healthcare,

% Ufuk Ulutas, “Religion and Secularism in Turkey: The Dilemma of the Directorate of Religious Affairs”,
Middle Eastern Studies, p. 394
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agriculture, education, and the restoration of historical monuments. Its current objectives
include®:

e Enhancing economic, technical, and cultural relations developmental projects;

e Designing infrastructure instruments and aid programs tailored to the specific needs of
partner countries;

e Facilitating economic growth, and poverty reduction in developing regions;

e Strengthening governance and environmental management through international
cooperation.

Complementing these efforts are the Yunus Emre Institutes which promote Turkish language,
literature, and culture worldwide. Functioning as the Turkish equivalent of the British Council
or Goethe-Institute, they were established in 2007 by the Turkish government run by the
Erdogan administration. The institutes maintain an especially robust presence in Balkans —
most notably in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which hosts three facilities. Beyond language
instruction and cultural workshops, they facilitate academic exchange through the TABIP
(Academic and Scientific Cooperation Project), bridging the gap between local and Turkish
scholars.

b) Bosnia and Herzegovina

TIKA deploys representatives to partner countries to assess their specific developmental
needs. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, investments in education and healthcare are treated as high
priorities. Furthermore, the agency supports initiatives aimed at stimulating economic growth
and reducing unemployment, particularly within the agricultural sector, which includes
beekeeping, fisheries, fruit farming, and animal husbandry.

A vital element of the agency's activity is the restoration of Ottoman cultural heritage.
Maintaining the historical ties between Tirkiye and the Balkan states is a pillar of the Justice
and Development Party's foreign policy. Consequently, significant resources are allocated to
the reconstruction of Ottoman-era monuments, such as mosques, madrasas, and clock towers.
A symbolic example is the restoration of the wooden fountain (Sebilj) in the heart of
Sarajevo’s Bascarsija.

Another landmark project is the 16th-century Ferhadija Mosque in Banja Luka, located in
Republika Srpska. Severely damaged during the 1990s war, its restoration was only
completed in 2016. The reconstruction costed 10 million BAM, and the grand opening was
attended by then-Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu®.

% Birce Besgiil, “The Evolution of TIKA: A Case Study in Turkish Soft Power Projection”, Liberal Diisiince
Dergisi, p. 60-61

%0 «UU Banjoj Luci sve¢ano otvorena dzamija Ferhadija: Jo§ jedan biser krasi grad na Vrbasu”, 07.05.2016,
https://www.klix.ba/vijesti/bih/u-banjoj-luci-svecano-otvorena-dzamija-ferhadija-jos-jedan-biser-krasi-grad-na-
vrbasu/160507031
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Beyond heritage, TIKA is deeply involved in humanitarian aid. During the COVID-19
pandemic, it provided essential medical supplies to Bosnian healthcare workers**. Following
the catastrophic floods and landslides of October 2024, which claimed 20 lives and destroyed
vital infrastructure, Tirkiye responded immediately with aid and search-and-rescue units
previously trained by TIKA*?. Additionally, during Ramadan, Tiirkiye organizes public iftars
and distributes food aid, reinforcing cultural and religious bonds.

The educational landscape also reflects Turkish influence. Various Turkish entities have
established private schools in Sarajevo, Tuzla, and Biha¢, as well as the International Burch
University in the capital. Originally linked to the Fetullah Gilen movement through the
company Bosna Sema, these institutions were sold to other entities following the 2015 coup
attempt in Tirkiye*. Other Giilen-linked schools were brought under the management of the
Maarif Foundation, which is directly overseen by the Turkish state. Meanwhile, the
International University of Sarajevo (IUS), established by Turkish philanthropists, maintains
close ties with Turkish business and academia, serving as a prominent hub for Turkish soft
power.

Currently, the most significant infrastructure project is the Sarajevo-Belgrade highway.
Launched in 2021, it is the largest undertaking of its kind in the country’s history*. The
highway consists of two branches - one traversing Republika Srpska and the other the
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Financed through Turkish loans and banks, the project
is scheduled for completion by the end of 2026*.

Historically, Turkiye has played a crucial role in post-war peacekeeping. As a member of the
Peace Implementation Council, it oversaw the Dayton Agreement’s compliance. When
Turkish representatives were excluded from the “Butmir process” (often called Dayton II) by
the U.S. and EU, Ankara launched its own trilateral mediation between Serbia, Croatia, and
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Consequently, Turkiye engaged in individual mediation between the
parties to the conflict - Serbia, Croatia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. This led to the 2010
Istanbul Declaration, a landmark document that guaranteed BiH’s territorial integrity and
marked a step toward NATO membership“.

1 «TIKA Continues to Support Bosnia and Herzegovina’s Fight against COVID19”, 26.06.2020, ReliefWeb,
https://reliefweb.int/report/bosnia-and-herzegovina/t-ka-continues-support-bosnia-and-herzegovina-s-fight-
against-covid19

2 «TIK A Extends Tiirkiye’s Helping Hand to Bosnia and Herzegovina After Flood Disaster”, 16.10.2024,
Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency (TIKA), https:/tika.gov.tr/en/tika-extends-turkiyes-helping-
hand-to-bosnia-and-herzegovina-after-flood-disaster/

*® Predrag Zvijerac, “Skole za koje Turska tvrdi da su povezane sa Gulenom duguju BiH pola miliona eura”,
08.03.2023, Slobodna Evropa, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/gulen-richmond-park-bosna-skole-porezni-
dug/32307202.html

* Danijel Kovacevic, “Bosnia Signs Sarajevo-Belgrade Highway Agreement with Turkey”, 16.03.2021, Balkan
Insight, https://balkaninsight.com/2021/03/16/bosnia-signs-sarajevo-belgrade-highway-agreement-with-
turkey/bi/bosnia-and-herzegovina/

#* «Construction of the Sarajevo-Belgrade Highway Is Progressing, Opening at the End of Next Year”,
08.10.2025, Sarajevo Times, https://sarajevotimes.com/construction-of-the-sarajevo-belgrade-highway-is-
progressing-opening-at-the-end-of-next-year/

%6 %8 Tadeusz Kopys, ,,Polityka Turcji wobec Batkanéw Zachodnich po 2008 roku”, Politeia 2018, p. 134-135.
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The diplomatic engagement led the Serbian parliament to officially condemn the Srebrenica
massacre, with President Boris Tadi¢ attending the 2010 commemorations. A year later, Tadi¢
reaffirmed Serbia’s respect for the Dayton Agreement and its neighbor’s sovereignty. While
Turkiye’s active role has occasionally drawn criticism from Republika Srpska officials — who
fear a pro-Bosniak bias*’ — leaders like Milorad Dodik have with time adopted a more
favorable tone, particularly regarding Turkish-led infrastructure projects*®.

c) Montenegro

In recent years, Montenegro has experienced a significant influx of Turkish investment and
migration. The economic relationship between the two nations was solidified by a free trade
agreement that took effect in 2010. By 2025, Tirkiye had emerged as the leading source of
Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) in the country. Since 2020, the number of Turkish-owned
enterprises has grown fivefold; currently, one-third of all foreign companies in Montenegro
are owned by Turkish citizens®*. Among the most prominent Turkish-led ventures are
Toscelik Special Steel and Global Ports, which manages the container terminals at the
strategic Port of Bar>®. While Turkish tourists also constitute a substantial portion of
Montenegro’s Visitors, this relationship faced a brief diplomatic challenge recently. A
temporary visa regime was introduced for Turkish nationals following civil unrest in
Podgorica, reportedly triggered by an altercation involving Turkish individuals and a
Montenegrin citizen. However, the situation was stabilized, and the restrictions were lifted
after several weeks™".

Parallel to its activities in Bosnia and Herzegovina, TIKA is a cornerstone of Turkiye’s
institutional presence in Montenegro. Since 2007, the agency has implemented approximately
500 projects with a total valuation exceeding €20 million euro®?. Notable cultural preservation
efforts include the restoration of the Osmanagi¢ Mosque and the Sahat Kula in Podgorica, the
Semsi Pasa Mosque in Sandzak, and the Nizam Mosque in Tuzi’®. Beyond heritage, TIKA’s

*" |bidem, p. 136

%8 Dodik iz Ankare: Turska se prema cijeloj BiH odnosi na jednak nagin”, Buka, 02.05.2019,
https://6yka.com/bih/dodik-iz-ankare-turska-se-prema-cijeloj-bih-odnosi-na-jednak-nacin/

* Milo§ Rudovi¢, ,,Turska najveéi investitor u Crnoj Gori”, 02.11.2025, Slobodna Evropa,
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/crna-gora-turska-investicije/33576950.html

% Nemanja Stankov, ,,Democratic Vulnerabilities of Small Systems: External Actors’ Influence in Montenegro”,
The Prague Security Studies Institute, p. 13

*! «“Montenegro lifts the suspension of the visa-free regime for Turkish citizens”, 23.12.2025, European Western
Balkans, https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2025/12/23/montenegro-lifts-the-suspension-of-the-visa-free-
regime-for-turkish-citizens/

*2 Milos Rudovié, ,, Turska najvedi investor u Crnoj Gori”, 02.11.2025, Slobodna Evropa,
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/crna-gora-turska-investicije/33576950.html

%% TIKA Works to Preserve Common Cultural Heritage in Balkans”, 17.10.2022, https:/tika.gov.tr/en/detail-
tika_works_to_preserve_common_cultural_heritage_in_balkans/
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multifaceted engagement extends to education, agriculture, healthcare, and the modernization
of local infrastructure®*.

* Ahmed Muharem, “TIKA u Crnoj Gori do sada realizovala blizu 500 projekata”, 07.12.2023, Anadolu
Agency, https://www.aa.com.tr/ba/balkan/tika-u-crnoj-gori-do-sada-realizovala-blizu-500-projekata-/3075629
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Conclusion

The analysis of foreign influence exerted by China, Russia, and Tirkiye on Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Montenegro reveals the Western Balkans as an arena of dynamic rivalry.
Each actor leverages its power in distinct ways to achieve specific strategic objectives.

On the one hand, China focuses on economic expansion, treating the region as a “middle
corridor” to the rest of Europe. Its strategy - centered on large infrastructure loans and energy
projects - is evolving from the traditional soft power into “sharp power”. By fostering
technological dependence through the Digital Silk Road and creating risks of indebtedness
(most notably seen in the Bar-Borljare highway project in Montenegro), Beijing is securing
long-term leverage in the region.

On the other hand, Russia maintains a confrontational presence, relying heavily on hybrid and
sharp power. Rather than offering constructive development, Moscow exploits ethnic and
religious divisions to obstruct the region’s integration into Western structures. This influence
is particularly potent in the media sphere and within Serbian-majority areas of Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Montenegro.

Turkiye, the third major player, employs an influence model rooted in “neo-Ottomanism”,
drawing on historical and cultural ties with the region. Through institutions such as TIKA and
Diyanet, Ankara has positioned itself as both a regional mediator and a guardian of Ottoman
heritage. By combining humanitarian aid with growing economic footprint, Tulrkiye has
become a key investor in Montenegro in recent years.

Both Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro remain vulnerable to these external influences
due to their lack of European Union membership and ongoing internal instabilities. While
Chinese investments may facilitate infrastructural development, they simultaneously pose
challenges regarding transparency and the sovereignty of political decision-making.
Conversely, Russia’s activities constitute a direct threat to the security and territorial integrity
of these states. In the face of this multipolar rivalry, the future of both nations will depend on
their capacity to balance the competing interests of global powers with a consistent pursuit of
integration into Western structures.
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