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Russia in Review: September 22 — October 5, 2021

Serbia Creates Crisis in Northern
Kosovo to Support the
Resumption of a De-recognition
Campaign against Kosovo

By George Barros

Serbian President Alexander Vucic
exploited Kosovo’s implementation of a
new border crossing law to frame
Kosovo Serbs as victims of ethnic
discrimination and provoke a regional
crisis on September 20, 2021. Kosovo’s
government-imposed license plate regulations
requiring Serbian cars entering Kosovo to
receive temporary Kosovar license plates — a
reciprocal measure of how Serbian authorities
have regulated Kosovar cars entering Serbia for
several years — on September 20.1 Kosovo ethnic
Serbs blocked two border crossings with Serbia
in northern Kosovo to protest this policy on
September 20. Kosovar riot police deployed to
the roadblocks and reportedly used tear gas
against Serb protesters on September 20.2 Vucic
decried Kosovar police uses of force against
ethnic Serb protesters, claiming that Serbs in
Kosovo suffered a “brutal attack.”s Likely ethnic
Serb protesters committed arson against a
Kosovo vehicle registration office that did not
cause casualties on September 25.4

Serbia carried out provocative military
demonstrations to escalate the situation.
Serbia’s defense minister said Serbian troops
were ready to protect ethnic Serbs, raised
Serbia’s Armed Forces to its highest readiness
level, and paid a high-profile visit to Serbian
Army elements near the Serbia-Kosovo border
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on September 23.5 Serbian forces deployed
several elements near the Kosovar border from
September 23 to 27, including tanks, armored
personnel carriers, jets, and helicopters, likely
as part of a force demonstration.® Serbian
military aircraft approached Kosovo’s border for
the first time since the end of the Kosovo War in

1999.

The Kremlin likely sought to intensify
Kosovo Serb protests in Kosovo. Kosovo
police detained and released two Russian
journalists affiliated with the pro-Kremlin outfit
Izvestia in Kosovo who attempted to cover the
crisis there on September 23.7 The Russian
Foreign Ministry issued a statement on
September 24 accusing Kosovo Albanians — the
main ethnic group of Kosovo and a rival ethnic
group of ethnic Serbs — of “information
provocations” against the Russian journalists.8
The Russian Foreign Ministry accused Kosovar
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media of using this incident to falsely accuse
Russia of espionage. The Russian Foreign
Ministry also accused Kosovar media of falsely
blaming the Kremlin of provoking the situation
in Kosovo. Kremlin media framed the protests
in Kremlin-preferable terms to support
longstanding Russian and Serbian efforts to
undermine Kosovo’s statehood.

NATO and Kosovo sought to de-escalate
the crisis. NATO’s peacekeeping mission in
Kosovo (KFOR) announced on September 27
that it increased patrolling operations in Kosovo
to deescalate tensions.9 KFOR stated it would
not forcibly remove Serbian roadblocks.©
Kosovo’s prime minister called for de-escalation
and stressed that Kosovo’s license plate
regulations are not directed against ethnic
Serbs.1

The European Union (EU) brokered a
temporary de-escalation on September
30. Kosovo Serb protesters dismantled
roadblocks and Kosovo police withdrew from
northern Kosovo simultaneously on October 2
after Serbia and Kosovo agreed to de-escalation
measures in Brussels on September 30.22 KFOR
deployed peacekeeping elements to the two
border crossing points to support the de-
escalation arrangement on October 2.13 An EU-
Serbian-Kosovar working group will meet on
October 21 to attempt to develop a permanent
solution within six months.*4 Vucic may decide
to escalate the situation again before then.

The EU additionally reversed its rhetoric
on Serbia’s reform backsliding on
September 30. Vucic met with European
Commission President Ursula von der Leyden in
Brussels on September 30 — the same day
Serbia, Kosovo, and the EU reached their
temporary de-escalation agreement. After their
meeting, Ursula von der Leyden commended
Serbia’s supposed progress on rule of law
reforms.?5 This was a significant inflection in EU
rhetoric on Serbian reforms. The European
Parliament’s most recent report from March
2021 assessed that Serbia is backsliding on
reforms.’® Serbia has not made significant

reforms since March 2021, contrary to Ursula
von der Leyden’s September 30 statement.?”

Vucic likely escalated the crisis at this
time to offset the following Serbian
policy challenges:

1. A US-brokered agreement to
mediate Kosovo and Serbia’s non-
recognition dispute expired in
September 2021. The United States
brokered a one-year agreement with
Serbia and Kosovo in September 2020,
under which Kosovo pledged to cease
seeking membership in international
organizations and Serbia pledged to
cease its longstanding de-recognition
campaign against Kosovo.®  This
agreement expired on September 4,
2021, and is unlikely to be renewed.
Kosovo began preparations in summer
2021 to resume campaigning to join
international organizations in
anticipation of the agreement’s
expiration in September 2021.19

2. The EU intensified pressure
against Serbia for its lack of reform
progress in 2021. The European
Parliament’s most recent resolution on
Serbian reform progress from March
2021 noted a “lack of progress in many
areas of Serbia’s reform agenda” and
argued that reforms are even backsliding
in some areas.2°

3. Serbia will hold presidential and
snap parliamentary elections in
April 2022. Vucic seeks to maintain his
strong position in Serbian politics
following his party’s landslide victory in
Serbia’s 2020 parliamentary election.

Vucic likely used the escalation against
Kosovo to advance the following assessed
Serbian lines of effort:

1. Vucic seeks to set preferable
conditions as Serbia prepares to
restart and intensify its de-
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2.

3.

recognition campaign against
Kosovo. Vucic seeks to dictate any
future compromises with Kosovo
following the expiration of the US
agreement on Serbian-preferable terms.

Vucic seeks to threaten Kosovo to
not resume its campaign to seek
admission into international
organizations. Serbia has not changed
its political objective to deny the
international recognition of Kosovo’s
statehood.

Vucic seeks to alleviate EU
pressure against Serbia for
Belgrade’s lack of reform progress.
The simultaneous timing of the EU’s
rhetorical shift on Serbian reforms and
the Serbian-Kosovar-EU de-escalation
agreement suggests Vucic may have used
the escalation in part to angle for reduced
European pressure on reform. The EU
provides Serbia with a large amount of
reform-tied financial aid.2* Serbia will
likely leverage the joint Serbian-Russian

Russia Around the Globe

1.

The Ukrainian Ministry of Defense
and Turkish defense company
Baykar signed a memorandum of
cooperation to open a Ukrainian-
owned drone maintenance facility
for Turkish-supplied TB2 drones in
Vasylkiv, Ukraine, on September
29.23 The service center will train
Ukrainian specialists to maintain,
update, and operate Turkish Bayraktar
drones. Ukrainian officials stated that
Ankara and Kyiv plan to open multiple
such service centers in Ukraine in the
future. The Ukrainian Ministry of
Defense stated that Baykar will fund a
separate drone manufacturing plant in
Ukraine in the future.24 Ukrainian
aerospace defense company Motor Sich
signed a cooperation agreement with
Baykar on September 24, likely in
support of this plan.25 Ukrainian forces

military exercises “Slavic Shield-2021”
scheduled for mid-October 2021 to
further pressure the EU to support
Vucic’s negotiating position against the
EU on Serbian reforms and Serbia’s
refusal to recognize Kosovo. Russia will
deploy advanced air defense weapon
systems to Serbia in October 2021 for
these exercises — a development which
supports Russian efforts to establish a
Russian military footprint in the
Balkans.22

. Vucic seeks to increase support

among Serbian voters ahead of
April 2022 elections. A surge of
Serbian nationalism in Serbia at this time
can support Vucic’s political standing
ahead of these elections. Many ethnic
Serbs have longstanding enmity with
Albanians and view Kosovo as an illegal
political entity. Vucic’s maneuvers
against Kosovo inflamed  these
sentiments.

flew their first mission with the Turkish
Bayraktar TB2 drone in Donbas in April
2021.26 Intensifying Turkish-Ukrainian
defense cooperation supports Ukraine’s
ability to challenge Russian pressure and
advances Turkey’s campaign to pressure
the Kremlin in the Black Sea region.2”

. The Kremlin is likely conducting a

recruitment drive for a previously
reported deployment to Mali by
Kremlin-backed private military
company Wagner. The Wagner
Group’s presence in West Africa would
support the Kremlin’s campaign to
secure new economic resources, develop
additional international military ties, and
reduce Western influence in the region.
The BBC reported details about the
Kremlin’s  recruiting  efforts on
September 27.28 Reuters previously
reported that Wagner plans to deploy at
least 1,000 personnel to Mali for
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personnel protection and to train the
Malian army.29 Wagner’s reported
contract in Mali is likely more sensitive
and sophisticated than the typical
mineral protection services that
comprise most Russian private military
company (PMC) missions in Africa. The
BBC reported that Wagner is only
accepting Russian personnel and
rejecting recruits from Crimea, occupied
Donbas, or the Kremlin’s proxy republics
in Georgia. The BBC additionally
reported Wagner is accepting a diverse
range of military specialties and is
prioritizing combat engineers and
unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV)
operators and mechanics above other
combat specialties. France threatened to
withdraw its military from Mali if
Wagner fighters deployed to Mali — a
development that would likely impede
counter-terrorism efforts in the Sahel
region, as Wagner would be unlikely to
fully replace the capabilities that French
forces currently provide. 30

. Russia and Algeria began their
first-ever joint ground forces
exercise in North Ossetia, Russia,
on October 3. The Kremlin likely seeks
to deepen its military cooperation with
Algeria beyond arms sales to expand
Russian military influence in Northern
Africa and the Mediterranean Sea and
supplant France as a military partner in
several former French colonies,
including Mali and Algeria.
Approximately 80 Russian motorized
rifle troops, likely of the 19th Motor Rifle
Regiment, and approximately 80
Algerian servicemen began exercises in
at the Tarsky Training Ground in North
Ossetia, Russia, on October 3 that will
last until October 12.3' Participants
practiced basic tactical tasks, including
conducting maneuvers in armored
personnel carriers and small-arms live
fire.32 Algerian servicemen additionally
underwent Russian sapper, medical, and
chemical, biological, radiological, and

nuclear (CBRN) defense training.33
Signals elements of the Russian 58th
Combined Arms Army conducted
command and control exercises.34 Russia
has previously sold arms to Algeria but
has not held military exercises.35

. Russia and the Shanghai

Cooperation Organization (SCO)
conducted the counterterror
exercise “Peaceful Mission-2021"
to improve interoperability among
SCO members amid continuing
fears of instability emanating from
Afghanistan. Over 3,400 personnel
from SCO member states Russia, China,
India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan,
Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan and SCO
observer state Belarus conducted joint
exercises at the Donguz Training Ground
in Orenburg Oblast, Russia, from
September 20 to 24.36 The SCO has
conducted “Peaceful Mission” every two
years since 2003. The SCO postponed
Peaceful Mission’s 2020 iteration to 2021
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Belarus
participated in  Peaceful Mission
exercises for the first time. Newly
admitted SCO member Iran did not
qualify to attend the exercises.3” The
main objective of the 2021 exercise was
to improve cohesion in joint planning
and execution of counterterror
operations.3® A regiment-sized element
(2,000 personnel) of the Russian 2nd
Combined Arms Army - likely including
elements of the Russian 21st Motor Rifle
Brigade, Russian Special Forces, and
Aerospace Forces — participated in the
exercise. The exercise’s active phase
simulated joint combined arms and
airborne infantry operations to destroy
simulated insurgent groups.39 Chief of
the Russian General Staff Valery
Gerasimov met his Chinese, Indian, and
Pakistani counterparts to discuss further
SCO military cooperation and presided
over a portion of the exercises on
September 23 and 24.4° Peaceful
Mission-2021 was larger than its 2018
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iteration.4? The Kremlin and the SCO
likely tailored Peaceful Mission-2021 to
prepare for potential anti-terrorist
operations in Central Asia following the
rise of the Taliban in Afghanistan. The
Kremlin is intensifying international
military  exercises with  Collective
Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) and
SCO members to increase Russian
influence in Central and South Asia. The
Kremlin additionally likely involved
Belarus in Peaceful Mission 2021 to
deepen Belarus’ military integration into
Russian-dominated structures.

. Ukraine’s parliament passed
Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelensky’s anti-oligarch bill, a well-
intentioned reform bill that could
inadvertently advance Russian
objectives to undermine the rule of
law in Ukraine, on September 23.
The Ukrainian Parliament passed the bill
with procedural violations that did not
allow MPs to vote on the bill's
amendments.42 The bill enables the
Ukrainian president’s National Security
and Defense Council (NSDC) to identify
and restrict “oligarchs” from political
activity. The law defines an oligarch with
broad criteria that describes many
Ukrainian politicians.43 Three major
opposition parties — including both the
pro-Euro-Atlantic integration “European
Solidarity” Party and pro-Russian
opposition “For Life” Party — denounced
the bill as dictatorial, claiming it enables
the president to bar any adversary
defined as an “oligarch” from politics.44
Reforming Ukraine's political system and
reigning in the unchecked power of true
oligarchs is important for Ukraine’s
institutional reform. However, this anti-
oligarch bill, in its current form,
concentrates an inordinate amount of
power around the Ukrainian president.
Ukrainian presidents could exploit the
law as a political tool to repress
opposition and undermine the rule of law
in Ukraine. Such a development would

mark a setback in Ukrainian reforms and
advance the Kremlin’s campaign to
prevent Ukraine from meeting reform
conditions necessary to join Western
structures, such as the European Union
and NATO. Zelensky’s Servant of the
People Party removed Parliament
Speaker Dmytro Razumkov — a previous
Zelensky ally — on October 7 due to his
opposition to hurriedly passing the anti-
oligarch bill by violating procedures.45

. The Kremlin secured a 15-year gas

deal with Hungary, advancing the
Kremlin’s effort to divide the
European Union and NATO and
intensify economic pressure
against Ukraine. Russian state-owned
gas monopoly Gazprom signed a 15-year
gas deal with Hungary on September
27.46 The deal stipulates that Russia will
deliver up to 4.5 billion cubic meters of
gas to Hungary annually for 15 years.47
Gazprom stopped transiting gas through
Ukraine to Hungary by using Russia’s
new TurkStream pipeline in violation of
Gazprom’s existing contract with
Ukraine on October 1.48 Russia’s
TurkSteam pipeline, commissioned in
2020, diversified Russia’s gas supply
routes to Europe and enabled the
Kremlin to leverage those routes for
political gain — both by increasing
Europe’s reliance on Russian gas and by
depriving Ukraine of gas transit fees.
Hungary’s decision to stop transiting gas
through Ukraine also reduces Ukraine’s
ability to receive gas via reverse flows, an
important method Ukraine has used to
avoid buying gas directly from Russia
since 2014.49 Russia’s Nord Stream 2
pipeline will similarly enable the Kremlin
to increase Europe’s energy dependency
on Russia and bypass Ukrainian gas
transit.
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7. Russia and Belarus’ defense
ministries issued incongruous
statements on whether Russian
units have redeployed from
Belarus to Russia after the
conclusion of the strategic exercise
Zapad-2021. The Belarusian Ministry
of Defense claimed on September 29 that
all Russian elements that deployed to
Belarus to participate in Zapad-2021
completed their redeployment from
Belarus back to Russia.5° The Russian
Ministry of Defense previously stated on
September 27 that it plans for Russian
redeployments following Zapad-2021 to
take until mid-October 2021.5* The
Russian Ministry of Defense has not

issued a statement claiming it has
completed its redeployment from
Belarus as of October 6. ISW assessed
that the Kremlin sought to leverage the
Zapad-2021 exercises to advance efforts
to establish a permanent Russian ground
forces presence in Belarus.52 Some
Russian forces likely remain in Belarus
despite the Belarusian MoD’s claims.
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