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3 Bianka Emese Szabó

Abstract: Along with the Serbian government’s statements emphasizing the 
importance of digitalisation and the need for innovation, China is starting to 
penetrate sensitive domains in Serbia in terms of national security. This intensifying 
cooperation also extends to critical assets in the ICT sector, such as digital 
education, e-governance, biometric mass surveillance, and the 5G network, raising 
concerns from Western powers. The aim of this analysis is to provide an overview 
of the projects involved in the cooperation and reflect on the sensitive issues that 
could lead to disagreements between Serbia and its great power allies in the future. 

Keywords: Serbia, China, Huawei, Innovation, ICT, Smart City

Összefoglalás: A digitalizáció és innováció szükségességét hangsúlyozó kormány-
zati kijelentésekkel egyetemben Kína nemzetbiztonsági szempontból érzékeny 
kérdésekben egyre nagyobb szerephez jut Szerbiában. Ez az egyre erősödő együtt-
működés olyan létfontosságú területekre is kiterjed az Információs és Kommu-
nikációs Technológiák (ICT) szektorban mint a digitális oktatás, az e-kormányzás, 
a biometrikus alapú tömeges megfigyelés és az 5G hálózat, amit a nyugati hatalmak 
növekvő aggodalommal figyelnek. Az elemzés célja, hogy áttekintést nyújtson az 
együttműködés keretében hangsúlyos projektekről, és egyben reflektáljon azokra 
az érzékeny pontokra, amelyek a jövőben esetleges nézeteltérésekhez vezethetnek 
Szerbia és nagyhatalmi szövetségesei között.

Kulcsszavak: Szerbia, Kína, Huawei, Innováció, IKT, Smart City 

INTRODUCTION

F ollowing the declarations signed by President of Serbia Aleksandar Vučić 
and former Prime Minister of Kosovo Avdullah Hoti in Washington last 
September, Serbia found itself in a rather inconvenient situation, seeing 

that the declaration raised some questions related to its cooperation with China. 
Among the pledges that the document contained, one referred to the country’s 
commitment to exclude ‘untrusted vendors’ from its 5G market. Although there 
is no specification of the firms that fall into this category, companies that are 
required to comply with the directives of the Chinese Communist Party, such as 
ZTE and China’s tech giant, Huawei, had previously been labelled untrustworthy by 
the US administration. However, Huawei has already partnered with Serbian firms 
and governmental bodies in several Information and Communications Technology 
(ICT) projects, including the Smart City initiative, the introduction of ‘eLTE’ wireless 
broadband technologies, the installation of the 5G infrastructure, as well as opening 
an Innovation and Development Centre in Belgrade within days of the Washington 

https://www.serbianmonitor.com/en/recognizing-kosovo-through-economic-cooperation/
http://www.aryan.es/img/cms/FABRICANTES/HUAWEI/Huawei%20eLTE%20Solution.pdf
https://balkaninsight.com/2020/09/15/chinas-huawei-opens-tech-centre-consolidating-presence-in-serbia/
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agreement. At the same time, Prime Minister of Serbia Ana Brnabić announced the 
cancellation of 5G introduction in late December, contradicting prior government 
statements on the importance of this technology for the Serbian economy. 
The reasons behind the decision remain unknown, although there are a wide range 
of possible explanations, such as the Washington agreement, a lack of financial 
capacities, and the public’s lack of interest in 5G. 

As the contribution of the ICT sector to Serbian GDP approaches 6%, the fact 
that according to Serbian authorities, China could see the country as a competitive, 
developing, and reliable partner comes as no surprise. The roots of this level of 
cooperation date back to 2017, when the representatives of the two countries 
signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on the extension of China’s so-
called Digital Silk Road to Serbia, a subset of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 
which envisioned the introduction of electronic trade, logistics, market information, 
smart cities, online tourism, and telemedicine.

This study aims to provide a brief overview of China’s role in Serbia’s ICT sector 
by examining the presence of Huawei, the delivery of smart city projects, and the 
involvement of NetDragon in the education reform. Following a short overview 
of China’s general presence in the region, the focus is directed to the digital 
aspect of the BRI agreements, which might be a potential source of conflict 
with Serbia’s other allies: the US, currently pursuing a highly offensive policy 
towards Huawei, China’s tech giant, or the European Union, which has already 
announced its Digital Agenda for the Western Balkans as a necessary measure 
to extend its Digital Single Market plan to candidate countries.

WB6 AS THE ‘TROJAN HORSE OF CHINA’

As Federica Mogherini formulated it in 2017, the Western Balkans can easily 
become a “chessboard where big power game can be played”. For decades, 
the primary attention given to the region came from the European Union, 

the United States, and Russia, although this trend seems to have changed over 
the last decade, with a new actor in the picture. With its assertiveness in several 
domains, China is challenging the status quo of the current world order, thus this 
region of high geostrategic value and increased potential for investment cannot be 
neglected. It has been widely recognised among the Western allies that beside the 
traditional partner Russia, China’s role is also increasing in the region. Johannes 
Hahn, former Commissioner for European Neighbourhood Policy and  Enlargement 
Negotiations, also warned that Beijing could “turn countries in the region into Trojan 
horses” and that the EU has overestimated Russia and underestimated China. 

In the region, China comes as an important commercial partner and investor 
beside the European Union. Between 2005 and 2019, Chinese investments reached 
USD 14.6 billion, most of which has arrived in the form of loans. These investments 
mostly consist of projects linked to the BRI, such as the Smokovac-Mateševo 

https://www.serbianmonitor.com/en/brnabicno-5g-network-in-serbia-people-not-interested/?fbclid=IwAR042KK9p9lB3tlPJAgQF4aYJQNO5UxXvVzrP2osUOyM-Ti229WcOiShxAA
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/161451/serbia-only-country-that-has-not-lost-a-day-of-classes.php
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/162592/digitialisation-remains-priority-in-coming-period.php
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/162592/digitialisation-remains-priority-in-coming-period.php
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/160902/increasing-share-of-ict-in-serbias-economic-growth.php
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/bizchina/2017-09/28/content_32587453.htm
https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2017/03/07/mogherini-balkans-can-easily-become-one-of-chessboards-where-big-power-game-can-be-played/
https://www.politico.eu/article/johannes-hahn-beware-chinese-trojan-horses-in-the-balkans-eu-warns-enlargement-politico-podcast/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/02/the-western-balkans-low-hanging-fruit-for-china/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/02/the-western-balkans-low-hanging-fruit-for-china/
https://seenews.com/news/montenegro-completes-some-90-of-smokovac-matesevo-motorway-section-704180
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motorway section in Montenegro, the Kičevo-Ohrid and Miladinovci-Štip highways 
in North Macedonia, or the Tuzla 7 coal project in Bosnia and Herzegovina. All of 
these projects have links to Chinese corporations and construction companies. 
Altogether, as the largest receiver of Chinese funding, Serbia has welcomed 
investments worth EUR 9.5 billion from the Asian giant since 2012.  

Figure 1. 
Funding and investments announced by sector, January 2012-January 2020

Source: CSIS

Figure 2. 
Projects and deals announced by sector, January 2012-January 2020

Source: CSIS
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https://berlinpolicyjournal.com/postcard-from-the-new-silk-road-a-highway-to-nowhere/
https://berlinpolicyjournal.com/postcard-from-the-new-silk-road-a-highway-to-nowhere/
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/200427_ChinaStrategy.pdf?4LtK1j9.x9mkUNibN_vhkiZGtCauyH0w
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/200427_ChinaStrategy.pdf?4LtK1j9.x9mkUNibN_vhkiZGtCauyH0w
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Beside China’s geostrategic motives, investing in the region can be a means of 
mobilising the overcapacity of Chinese state firms, creating networks to promote 
Chinese telecommunication groups, acquiring assets in the energy sector, and 
contributing to the regional supply chain. However, this comes at a price. 

Apart from various environmental concerns linked to Chinese investments 
in the region, such as the incidents of Smederevo’s steel mill or the Tara river 
contamination, a phenomenon making the international community even more 
vigilant is the debt trap in which Montenegro has almost found itself, as the first 
European country. The seemingly favourable loan dedicated to the construction of 
a highway from the Montenegrin coast to Serbia is now approaching a quarter of 
Montenegro’s GDP. 

At the same time, China’s economic cooperation comes hand-in-hand with 
its multi-level approach designed to extend its influence in different segments of 
society. It is setting up joint academic programmes, commissioning local research 
and projects, accessing local (social) media, promoting China-friendly analysts, and 
establishing cultural institutes. This level of comprehensiveness in the strategic 
planning of the BRI and the partnership agreement indicates that we cannot regard 
China as a solely economic actor anymore, although for the time being it remains 
outside high politics. 

CHINA IN SERBIA

The country where this trend of great power balancing is most visible in 
the Western Balkan region is Serbia. The volume of Chinese loans and 
investments is increasing significantly. For instance, the most significant 

examples of construction include the Fruškogorski Corridor, costing EUR 606 
million, or the Budapest-Belgrade railway, costing about EUR 3 billion. China has 
also set foot in Serbia’s automobile industry, as the Yanfeng and Xingyu firms are 
opening factories in the country,  albeit also in the domain of critical assets of the 
ICT sector. Serbia has also become the first country in Europe where the partnership 
is extended to the military sector: with Serbia’s newly purchased drones, China has 
also penetrated the European aviation equipment market through Serbia last year, 
challenging Russia, the country’s traditional military ally. 

Under the presidency of Boris Tadić, Beijing became the fourth pillar of Serbian 
foreign policy in 2009, along with Brussels, Washington, and Moscow. Although 
Serbia and China are geographically distant, they have found common ground in 
the politics of their territorial integrity. Most importantly, Serbia supports China on 
the One China principle and also backs the country regarding the  Uighur minority, 
while China stands by Serbia on the Kosovo question. In public speeches, members 
of the government as well as President Aleksandar Vučić often emphasise the 
importance of the country’s “steel friendship” with China. The cooperation also 

https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2020/11/02/china-in-the-western-balkans-energy-sector-between-development-and-ecological-concerns/
https://balkangreenenergynews.com/protest-held-in-serbias-smederevo-against-pollution-from-china-owned-steelworks/
https://balkangreenenergynews.com/environmentalists-alert-unesco-of-ecocide-of-tara-river-in-montenegro/
https://balkangreenenergynews.com/environmentalists-alert-unesco-of-ecocide-of-tara-river-in-montenegro/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-silkroad-europe-montenegro-insi-idUSKBN1K60QX
https://ecfr.eu/article/china-goes-granular-beijings-multi-level-approach-to-the-western-balkans/
https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2020/05/15/will-serbia-have-to-choose-between-china-and-the-eu/
https://seenews.com/news/serbia-signs-606-mln-euro-road-construction-deal-with-chinas-crbc-716308
https://thediplomat.com/2020/04/china-and-the-budapest-belgrade-railway-saga/
https://industryeurope.com/chinese-automotive-investment-in-serbia-continues/
https://rusi.org/commentary/chinese-drones-serbian-skies
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/58295/serbia-china-sign-framework-agreement-on-economic-technological-infrastructure-cooperation.php
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/58295/serbia-china-sign-framework-agreement-on-economic-technological-infrastructure-cooperation.php
https://rs.n1info.com/english/news/a623124-brussels-to-belgrade-adjust-policy-toward-uyghur-minority-to-those-of-eu/
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/146367/gratitude-to-china-for-support-on-kosovo-issue.php
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/151965/china-and-serbia-linked-by-steel-friendship.php
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led to the abolition of visa obligation in 2017 to support tourism between the 
two countries, making Serbia the first entirely visa-free Central-Eastern European 
country for Chinese citizens.

As the trends show, China’s material involvement in the Serbian economy is 
already increasing at a high rate, while its soft power is continuously extended to 
all sectors of the society through the government’s rhetoric and with the help of 
the media.

CHINA IN SERBIA’S ICT SECTOR

In statements regarding the country’s digital transformation, the Serbian 
government openly mentions Chinese firms as possible investors and 
partners for further cooperation, while actively presenting itself as an attractive 

investment destination. Overall, the ICT projects in the country include support 
for issues related to the 5G network, hardware projects, Artificial Intelligence (AI), 
smart city infrastructure, data centres, surveillance equipment, and a fibreoptic 
cable network. In the following, this study presents a few projects that involve 
Chinese firms in order to provide an overview of the current situation.

Huawei

The company that has received the most attention is undoubtedly Huawei, as 
the US administration has urged its allies to beware of the threats towards 
their intellectual property and tech networks. However, in Serbia the tech 

giant has already established a stable ground for further involvement in the 
country, and not only in the 5G market, where it has a dominant position. As 
Rasim Ljajić, former Minister of Trade, Tourism and Telecommunications of 
Serbia, also underlined in 2019, following US sanctions on Huawei resulting 
in Google being unable to service or operate the Chinese company’s devices, 
Serbia does not wish to become collateral damage in the big techs’ war and 
considers Huawei safe in terms of data protection. 

The first ICT cooperation project goes back to 2016, when Huawei signed a 
contract with Serbia’s state-owned telecommunications operator, Telekom Srbija to 
modernise the already established fixed network and to further develop the system. 
The project had a budget of EUR 150 million for three years and planned to reach 
about a million homes in numerous cities to increase internet speed. At the 
same time, it was not only Telekom that was involved in the introduction of the 
5G network in cooperation with Huawei but Telenor Serbia as well, which already 
rolled out its first 5G test station in Serbia in 2019, partnering with the Chinese tech 
giant. It is important to note that Telenor’s main aim when extending the usage of 

https://dragontrail.com/resources/blog/serbia-an-unexpected-hotspot-for-chinese-tourism
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/146019/digitisation-way-to-create-richer-more-prosperous-society.php
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/162349/new-unexplored-areas-for-improvement-of-scientific-technological-ties-between-serbia-china.php
https://seenews.com/news/serbia-to-cooperate-with-huawei-despite-googles-ban-report-654831
https://www.intellinews.com/telekom-srbija-and-huawei-launch-150mn-project-to-develop-landline-network-in-serbia-107530/?source=serbia
https://www.intellinews.com/telekom-srbija-and-huawei-launch-150mn-project-to-develop-landline-network-in-serbia-107530/?source=serbia
https://www.telenor.rs/en/about-telenor/news/news-and-press-releases/telenor-rolled-out-first-5g-base-station-in-serbia
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the 5G network was to contribute to the business sector, as the  CTO of the firm 
also stated when Telenor initially helped start-ups in testing their equipment with 
5G, including surveillance drones. 

As the need for e-governance is increasing, the attention of the Serbian tech 
sector has focused on the city of Kragujevac, where two data centres have been 
built, both with Chinese assistance. While the City Data Centre was a donation 
by China to serve as the foundation of a smart city, the construction of the state-
owned State Data Centre required a total investment of EUR 30 million, mostly using 
the state budget but also partially financed from World Bank credit. The State Data 
Centre will be a crucial element of e-governance, as its goal is to store citizens’ 
data and host significant projects valued at over half a billion euros. As stated in 
several statements of Prime Minister Ana Brnabić, the data centre will be used not 
only for governing purposes but also for commercial ones, for example by Huawei, 
which was given permission to use some of its capacity in December 2020. 

At the same time, in 2019 a Memorandum of Understanding was signed 
between the Serbian government and Huawei, related to the artificial intelligence 
(AI) platform of the Data Centre. The development, which has a budget of EUR 
11.7 million, was financed by the Chinese International Cooperation Development 
Agency, a Chinese state-owned company, with the aim of providing the cloud 
infrastructure for the centre. As the Prime Minister emphasized earlier, the data 
that is to be stored in this cloud system is highly confidential, containing the 
personal data of millions of citizens, and therefore supervision is important in 
terms of strategy and security. With Huawei being accused of espionage by the 
US government, and having strong ties to the Chinese government, when it comes 
to critical assets, this cooperation can lead to repercussions with the European 
Union, where a tendency is visible towards protecting cyberspace and introducing 
stricter rules related to citizens’ personal data.

The above-mentioned Digitalization and Innovation Centre is also a part of 
the cooperation, aiming to identify talent at multiple levels and help them develop 
and place Serbia in a world-leading position among IT players. Among others, 
Li Mengqun, Huawei’s Regional director, projected cooperation between the IT 
and e-governance office and Huawei on a smart education programme where 
AI technology can be applied. This indicates the willingness to extend Huawei’s 
involvement to even more fields within ICT, if circumstances allow. 

Smart City projects

The data centres in Kragujevac already project the need for storing great 
amounts of personal information, mostly due to the digitalisation plans, 
which also include the construction of smart cities. As Huawei is one of 

the most significant providers of such technologies, the idea of making Niš a 
candidate for the development of the company’s Smart City Project was also 

http://www.diplomacyandcommerce.rs/surveillance-drones-for-the-first-time-over-telenor-5g-test-network/
https://www.kragujevac.rs/en/the-city-data-center-has-been-launched/
https://www.kragujevac.rs/en/state-data-center-construction-started-in-kragujevac/
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/147501/concrete-results-of-strengthening-partnership-between-serbia-china.php
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/147348/joint-work-of-serbia-china-on-development-of-artificial-intelligence.php
https://newseu.cgtn.com/news/2020-09-28/Huawei-opens-IT-innovation-center-in-Serbia-U884QcCuUE/index.html
https://www.serbianmonitor.com/en/nis-to-become-the-first-smart-city-in-serbia/
https://www.serbianmonitor.com/en/nis-to-become-the-first-smart-city-in-serbia/
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confirmed during a visit to Huawei’s headquarter. The project includes smart 
street lighting and the smart management of the traffic system. The main 
elements of Huawei’s Project incorporate fields such as transportation, public 
security, education, smart parking, smart water, healthcare, sustainability, and 
city administration, even resulting in the development of non-ICT related areas 
aiming at providing a safer and better-managed life, while also attracting 
visitors. 

The Ministry of Interior signed a Safe City Cooperation Agreement with 
Huawei in 2017 and started to implement the project mid-2018. According to 
a case study on Belgrade published by the company itself, in Phase 1 Huawei 
deployed more than 100 High-Definition cameras and an intelligent Video 
Content Management system across Belgrade, with infrared licence plate 
and facial recognition to assist the work of the police. Later the project was 
extended to around 1,000 HD cameras in 800 locations throughout the city. 
As the study states, the data is stored in the OceanStore storage device, 
which also belongs to Huawei, supporting efficient video sharing, parsing, and 
Big Data analytics. However, the SHARE Foundation, an NGO established to 
protect digital rights, has expressed strong concerns about the cameras when 
it comes to human rights and the transparency of the government, as the 
information on procurement is confidential, and the Ministry of Interior has 
refused to answer questions about it. Meanwhile, there are also discrepancies 
on the legal side of the project. A new Law on Personal Data Protection (LPDP) 
was adopted in the country, which is the national regulation based on the Law 
Enforcement Directive and the EU’s GDPR. Although Safe City failed to comply 
with the LPDP, the cameras were still installed despite the disapproval of the 
responsible body.

As the implementation of smart cities is strongly connected to the 5G 
system, the low necessity of the network is also questionable, as it is planned 
to be used in the domains of industry, healthcare, and public safety, beside 
being of personal benefit to citizens. 

Serbia’s smart city initiative is also receiving international attention 
because of its potential to violate human rights. For example, the 5G network 
used in smart cities can expose sensitive and personal information to 
cyber threats. Apart from domestic pressure from NGOs, the topic has also 
caught the attention of MEPs regarding the possible violation of chapters 23 

(Judiciary and Fundamental Rights) and 24 (Justice, Freedom and Security) 
of the accession negotiations, although the European Commission has not 
voiced its concerns on this matter yet. At the same time, a stricter regulation of 
biometric mass surveillance systems in the European Union’s legislation might 
be foreseeable, as pressure from citizens also seems to be increasing. The latest 
example is the “Reclaim your face” European Citizen Initiative. In the long term, 
this pressure can easily affect Serbia’s accession negotiations if EU regulations 
are breached. 

https://e.huawei.com/se/material/industry/smartcity/02ad4d5ab608492ea24659ec667f04bd
https://e.huawei.com/en/news/smart-cities/201810150942
https://archive.li/pZ9HO
https://www.sharefoundation.info/en/huawei-knows-everything-about-cameras-in-belgrade-and-they-are-glad-to-share/
https://aboutintel.eu/mass-surveillance-serbia/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2019-003068_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2019-003068-ASW_EN.html
https://reclaimyourface.eu/
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NetDragon

The Chinese presence also appears in the education system. According 
to the Prime Minister, digitalisation and education reform go hand in 
hand; therefore, the country’s priorities included the significance of online 

education and innovation early on. While Huawei plays an important role in many 
fields, including e-governance, it is not the sole actor in the area of education. 
NetDragon, the leading internet and education enterprise within the framework of 
the digital subset of the BRI, has entered the picture in several countries worldwide 
(such as Russia, Kenya, Egypt, or Nigeria), and it has arrived to Serbia as well. 
When NetDragon President Liu Dejian became an advisor in the cabinet of Nenad 
Popović, the Minister in charge of Innovations and Technological Development, 
in May 2019, the plan of the firm’s development centre had already been 
born. In October of the same year, during The Fourth China-CEEC Conference 
on Innovation Cooperation, a new Memorandum of Understanding was signed 
between the above-mentioned parties on the establishment of the Serbian Public 
Innovation Platform, which provides learning guidance and experience to the public 
and improves users’ capabilities through AI technologies. 

By the beginning of 2020, the Ministry had signed a MoU with the company, 
aiming to set up a smart learning environment, improve educational equality, and 
upgrade Serbia’s innovation capabilities. As part of the MoU, the company will 
deliver advanced technologies such as cloud computing, AI, ActivPanel, and smart, 
VR, and STEAM classrooms. The agreement also projected a localised model, 
with centres for experience, content production, R&D, service, and informatised 
training. In June 2020, the visit of Aleksandar Vučić at the Centre for Robotics and 
Artificial Intelligence in Education, a joint venture of the Ministry and NetDragon, 
was publicised in several media outlets in the country, where he expressed his 
commitment towards the development of smart education. 

Overall, it seems that Chinese firms play the most significant role in Serbia’s 
digitalisation of education. Due to the high level of cooperation, it has become 
clear that China has penetrated most aspects of the ICT sector, and more and 
more layers of the society can feel the impact first-hand. However, the question 
remains open as to how this can align with European accession in the long run.

SITTING ON MORE THAN FOUR CHAIRS 

Among other countries, Serbia also seems to have contradicted the saying 
that one cannot sit on two chairs at the same time. Although this chapter 
focuses on the reaction of the Western stakeholders, as Vučić stated last 

year, if we take every field into account, the country is currently sitting on more 

https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/132925/e-government-basis-of-digital-transformation-of-entire-society.php
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/132925/e-government-basis-of-digital-transformation-of-entire-society.php
https://inovacije.gov.rs/predsednik-net-dragona-novi-savetnik-ministra-popovica/
http://file.download.99.com/down/ir_e_20191010.pdf
http://file.download.99.com/down/ir_e_20191010.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/press-releases/2020-01-06/netdragon-aids-smart-education-construction-in-serbia
https://www.predsednik.rs/en/press-center/news/a-tour-of-the-exhibition-space-of-the-centre-for-robotics-and-artificial-intelligence-in-education
https://rs.n1info.com/english/news/a638607-vucic-says-serbia-managed-to-open-white-house-doors/
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than four chairs, the EU, the US, China, Russia, and Turkey, respectively. In the ICT 
domain, two of them, the US and the EU, do not particularly support the idea of this 
balancing act, as mentioned above.

The most recent indication from the United States regarding the ICT sector 
was the above-mentioned Washington agreement and its clause related to the 
5G network. However, as no firms are specified, Serbia might still be able to 
circumvent former US President Trump’s long-term geopolitical interests. While 
the new administration’s exact measures and strategies are still controversial and 
yet to be seen, Biden seems to mostly align with the previous policies regarding 5G 
and Huawei, hence Serbia still needs to be careful in the future. Regarding Serbia’s 
stance, it is clear that the country is aiming for good relations with the US, as 
already expressed before the Biden administration, which can easily explain the 
delay in 5G implementation. 

The ally the country’s future mostly relies on is the European Union, and the 
ICT sector enjoys special attention there due to its critical nature and increasing 
pressure from citizens and institutions for a safer information environment. 
The sector has contributed to the growth of integration in the past few decades, 
also leading to the creation of the Digital Single Market, which also requires stricter 
regulation. As a solution, the Digital Agenda for the European Union was born, as 
was the plan for its extended version to the Western Balkan countries in 2018, 
aiming to showcase the benefits of digital transformation to the region. 

These actions support broadband connectivity with EU grants valued at EUR 30 
million under the Western Balkan Investment Framework, increasing cybersecurity 
and trust in digitalisation, the establishment of a digital economy, and boosting 
research and innovation, most of which has already started in Serbia, although 
again with the assistance of Chinese companies. Since the country is regarded 
as the most developed one in the digitalisation domain among the candidate 
countries, the EU has welcomed Serbia’s pursuits and has also invested huge 
amounts of money in the sector though the Innovation Fund. With EUR 2.5 million 
contracted from the Instrument of Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) budget from 
2011, the EU supported the areas of innovation, R&D, and technology transfer with 
EUR 15.8 million until 2018, while the European Investment Bank (EIB) announced 
that it would invest EUR 65 million in the modernisation of lower-level education in 
Serbia to support the digital transformation. As the examples prove, the EU has also 
attempted to cooperate more with the country in this field, although Serbia seems 
to strive owing to the funding from many sides. The behaviour of the European 
Union also maps its inner paradox, since as mentioned above, integration is facing 
the dilemma whether to approach or distance itself from China. The high diversity 
of the Member States’ orientation makes it almost impossible to come up with a 
unified solution that can gain some time for the balancing countries. 

The future of Serbia as a candidate country will also depend on how strict the 
EU will become about its cybersecurity and 5G policies, which fall into the category 
of critical infrastructure. For the time being, the Commission has also called for 

https://rs.n1info.com/english/news/a638607-vucic-says-serbia-managed-to-open-white-house-doors/
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/166047/serbia-will-continue-to-build-even-better-relations-with-united-states.php
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_18_4242
http://europa.rs/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/gabrijel-fond-en.pdf
http://europa.rs/digitalization-of-schools-in-serbia-with-eib-funds/?lang=en


12 Bianka Emese Szabó

unity among Member states in the 17+1 format and urges the countries to ensure 
consistency with EU law, rules, and policies in its EU-China strategic outlook in 
2019, while it is implementing the toolbox to address the security risks related to 
the rollout of 5G. This of course indirectly affects the Western Balkan countries, 
including Serbia. In case of accession, however, full alignment with the acquis will 
be needed; therefore, Serbia will have to conduct a more prudent policy in terms of 
its critical assets if it wants to correspond to the EU’s Cybersecurity act. 

CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE FUTURE

In the long run, China could benefit from an extended European market in 
the Western Balkans, although its short-term economic investments can 
hinder the integration process at the same time. ‘Easy money’ provided by 

Chinese state-owned banks can be particularly appealing to the Western Balkan 
countries, as the ‘Brussels bureaucracy’ is usually unwelcome by the political elite. 
However, this can easily lead to a debt trap, non-compliance with EU accession 
criteria and the rule of law, as well as being restrained by the high level of corruption 
that occurs along with the investments.

Serbia is not an exception to this. The country’s discrepancies in its behaviour 
towards the relevant stakeholders from all over the world also represent the 
foreign policy dilemma regarding its orientation. In the ICT sector, the involvement 
of Chinese firms seems to be significant and irreversible regarding the already 
ongoing projects, although the cancellation of the installation of the 5G network 
can indicate an attempt to gain time until the Biden administration settles. Taking 
the European Union into account, due to the division of the EU itself, as long as 
Serbia complies with the European regulations, it does not need to make any 
amendments regarding its foreign policy. However, if the EU manages to actually 
make a decision on China, Belgrade might have to arrange its ties and domestic 
affairs to align with that decision if it still wants to benefit from being a Member 
State any time soon.

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/communication-eu-china-a-strategic-outlook.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_123
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