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Abstract: The contemporary relations of the Republic of Serbia with the
People’s Republic of China (hereinafter: Serbia and China) are conditioned
by many political, legal, economic and social factors. Although these factors
determine the mutual relations between the two countries, in the end, these
factors do not limit the great opportunities for developing good and
friendly relations imbued with mutual respect and trust. Even more so, in
the historical and international legal sense, the relations of the two countries
are characterized by the continuity of diplomatic relations established on 2
January 1955 between the then Federal People’s Republic Yugoslavia and
the People’s Republic of China. Serbia as the successor state of SFR
Yugoslavia continues to treat China as one of its most important partners
in international relations, which is manifested through the foreign policy
course, according to which China is one of the main ‘pillars’ of Serbia’s
foreign policy alongside the European Union, Russia and the United States.
Hence, the mere mention of ‘pillars’ in Serbia’s foreign policy orientation
indicates that China is a key player in international politics for Serbia and
a great power with which it should build its relations and deepen its
friendship in accordance with the already established policy framework on
the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership. This approach should come as
no surprise since the development of Serbian-Chinese relations at the
bilateral and multilateral levels (especially at the UN, regional international
organizations and political forums, such as the ‘17 + 1’ cooperation
mechanism between China and Central and Eastern European countries)
contributes to a better strategic positioning of Serbia and China in the world
of global change.
Keywords: Serbia, China, contemporary international relations, foreign
policy determinants, strategic partnership.
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INTRODUCTION 

Today’s world is marked by globalization as a comprehensive and
multilayered process of transformation of the international community. This
transformation is taking place in parallel with efforts to democratize
international relations, which presupposes increased social interdependence
in economic, political, legal, scientific and technological, cultural, religious
and humanitarian fields (Dimitrijević and Vučić, 2016, p. 9). In international
relations, increased interdependence has led to a change in the international
community based on traditional assumptions about state sovereignty. This
is certainly the most obvious in the economic sphere where, regardless of
the political system to which states incline, states strive to gain equal access
to world markets in order to achieve their economic development. This
development is not possible without the internationalization of the world
economy and the division and transfer of functional competences between
state and non-state actors.3 The justification for these processes lies in the
neoliberal concept of social integration, which explains the increasing
dependency between different actors in international relations (Haas, 1964;
Riphagen, 1977, p. 122). Based on these doctrinal assumptions, globalization
is imposed as a necessary process of social development that removes the
differences between the goals of domestic and foreign policy, and which
then reconciles the conflict that exists between domestic and international
competences in different spheres of social activities, including economic
activities. Hence, in new world’s political circumstances, through the process
of globalization, countries improve trade, technology and communications,
remove tariffs and trade barriers, improve transparency and permeability
of national borders, all with the aim to accelerate economic activities and
improve living conditions not only for their own well-being but for the
benefit of all mankind. In this sense, this process can help remove restrictions
on the movement of goods, services, people, and ideas. Consequently, while
globalization in the economic sphere involves the liberalization of cross-
border trade cooperation, capital markets, investment and production, the
importance of globalization is much broader because it integrates human
behaviour and connects social activities through the dynamics of intensified
political, economic, legal and other integration at regional, continental and
planetary level (Pečujlić, 2005, p. 17). In this context, the international system
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3 The functional division of competences encompasses the integration of the theory of
international relations and its functionalist approach.  



of governance is transformed into a New World Order, which through the
multiplication of actors in international relations and the humanization of
international law, seeks to satisfy the common interests of the entire
international community. This process, in itself, requires further
liberalization, integration and legitimization of state policies in the wider
international space (Allot, 1998, p. 409; Koskenniemi, 1989, p. 21). 

The process of globalization has not bypassed Serbia and China. In the
past decades, both countries have sought to improve the structure of their
economies and increase the quality of economic growth through strenuous
social, political, economic, and legal reforms. Both countries were involved
in the process of globalization through a series of political decisions and
reform measures that contributed to the radical changes in the economic
system and the transformation of the then existing pattern of economic
development. On the one hand, China could not take on a leading role in
the global economy without opening up and entering the world markets,
intensifying its industrial and trade business, stimulating scientific and
technological development and enhancing the international economic
cooperation that brought accelerated economic growth and an increase in
the overall standard of living. On the other hand, without reconstruction
and restructuring of destroyed industrial capacities, without rehabilitation
of the banking sector and stimulation of investment business, Serbia would
not be able to re-industrialize and thus win a more favourable position in
international economic relations. The aforementioned progress in both
countries was accompanied by appropriate and well-planned development
policies and comprehensive foreign policy activities, which gradually led to
their strategic repositioning in contemporary international relations.
Consequently, this repositioning was greatly aided by the establishment of
numerous interstate links and connectivity with other international actors
(especially international governmental and non-governmental organizations,
transnational corporations, forums for international cooperation, etc.), which
facilitated the deepening and transformation of bilateral and multilateral
cooperation into strategic partnerships. In this respect, the Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership between Serbia and China established in 2016
represents a higher level of a strategic partnership initiated and validated in
2009 and 2013 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2009, 2013, 2016).  The
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership is based on traditionally good and
friendly relations between the two countries, on mutual respect, equality,
non-interference, mutual understanding and support for an independent
path of development that includes independence in internal and foreign
policy in accordance with their own circumstances (Obradović, 2016, p. 128;
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Tanjug, 2016).4 As globalization poses unprecedented challenges to the
contemporary world, Serbia and China have responded to these challenges
with a solid form of connectivity to create an environment necessary for the
optimal development of their economies and the achievement of their
foreign policy goals and priorities. 

The study that follows is based precisely on this thesis on the
development of the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership of Serbia and
China in the Age of Globalization. Specifically, the study analyses the
general, specific and unique foreign policy determinants through which the
author wishes to confirm the validity of the initial hypothesis that the current
strategic cooperation between Serbia and China depends not only on spatial,
temporal and institutional factors, which are evidently asymmetrical, but
also from the global economic factors that can, in perspective, contribute to
deepening this cooperation.

GENERAL FOREIGN POLICY DETERMINANTS 
OF SERBIA-CHINA RELATIONS

The factors that determine Serbia’s current foreign policy stem from the
country’s past and present development. The historical development of
Serbia before and within Yugoslavia, and then the development of Serbian
statehood after the Yugoslav breakup, had a great influence on Serbia’s
contemporary relations with other states. The significance of this
development is great because despite its great historical difficulties and
temptations, Serbia has managed to preserve the nucleus of its territory and
population, and to a large extent the international relations of the former
Yugoslavia, whose positive and negative effects determine its foreign policy
position in the modern world. Therefore, Serbia’s current relations with
China deserve serious attention because they are conditioned by the political
determinants of the Yugoslav-Chinese past, as well as the socio-economic
variables that have arisen from the internal development of the two
countries. An analysis of these factors provides a good basis for considering
the effects of foreign policies so far. However, before determining their
concrete significance, it is necessary to analyze the geopolitical and economic

4 The strategic partnership was established in August 2009, during the visit of then Serbian
President Boris Tadić to China. In August 2013, the Serbia-China Partnership was confirmed
to be extended to the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership in June 2016 through a joint
statement by former Serbian President Tomislav Nikolić and Chinese President Xi Jinping.
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factors that determine the position of Serbia and China in contemporary
international relations. In this regard, the following analysis begins with an
analysis of the general facts about China in order to proceed with an analysis
of the essential parameters relating to Serbia, which together condition their
foreign policy position.

China is located partly in Central and partly in East Asia. Its land
territory covers 9,326,410 square kilometres, making it the second-largest
country on the Asian continent and the third-largest country in the world,
just behind Russia and Canada. In addition, China is the most populous
country in the world. It has over 1.433 billion inhabitants, or 1/5 of the
world’s total population and 1/3 of Asia’s total population (Šehić et al., 2007,
p. 78; United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2019, p.
17). There are 56 different ethnic groups in China, of which Han is the most
numerous (about 91.5%). Due to the different topography, climate and
economic conditions of life, population density varies from developed
eastern regions to less-developed western China. Despite striking
demographic and economic disparities between regions, China has been able
to achieve significant economic growth and social development after
implementing planned reforms and opening up to the world, so that with
its economic potential, China has ranked second in the world with a
progressive GDP growth rate (International Monetary Fund, 2019).5 This
unprecedented progressive trend in recent social history has led China to
become the largest trading power in the world, with the largest export
potential. China’s economic driving force has contributed to expanding its
militaristic capabilities (including nuclear capabilities), increasing its
international position in the world for a relatively short period. China today
plays an irreplaceable role in regional relations, and its economic and
military potential in the near future secures it the place of a ‘potential great
power’ (Global Fire Power, 2019; Perlo-Freemen, 2014).6 According to the
socio-political order, China represents a secular state and republic according
to the form of government. Despite numerous reforms and political and
social transformations, China maintained a specific form of society with

5 China’s nominal GDP in 2019 is projected to reach 14.216 trillion US dollars, which is 10,153
US dollars per capita, while GDP based on purchasing power parity (PPP) stood at 27.331
trillion US dollars which is 19,520 US dollars per capita. 

6 By total military potential, China ranks third out of 137 countries in the world for which
official data are available. China has the largest composition of the regular army. According
to budget allocations, China is second in the world.



more socialist than communist characteristics. Hence its economic system
and market modes of business incline more to the capitalist than to the
communist economic system, which China emphasizes on a daily basis as
its advantage and peculiarity through the phrase ‘socialism with Chinese
characteristics’ (Darlington, 2018). Therefore, the 1982 Chinese Constitution
(amended in 1988, 1993, 1999 and 2004) precisely emphasizes the People’s
Republic of China represents a ‘socialist state under a working-class
democratic people’s power based on an alliance of workers and peasants’
(Darlington, 2018). Internally, China’s political system is based on democratic
centralism, embracing the principles of equality and unity and mutual
assistance between different national communities (The State Council of the
PRC, 2014). These principles are being implemented throughout China,
which is administratively divided into 22 provinces, 5 autonomous regions
(with minority peoples), 4 government-administered municipalities (called
mainland China), as well as 2 separate administrative areas.7

In analyzing the key foreign policy determinants that condition Serbia’s
position in international relations, including the development of its relations
with China, the following facts should be taken into account. Today’s Serbia
is a small continental country that covers an area of 88,361 square kilometres.
Its geographical position in Southeast Europe and partly in Central Europe
(in the Pannonia Plain) determines its strategic importance in the Balkan
Peninsula.8 This is further evidenced by the fact that Serbia is connected to
the pan-European transport corridors (with the corridor VII or the Danube
corridor, and then also with the land transport corridor X connecting Serbia
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7 The Chinese provinces include Anhui, Fujian, Gansu, Guangdong, Gansu, Guizhou,
Hainan, Hebei, Heilongjiang, Henan, Hubei, Hunan, Jiangsu, Jiangxi, Jilin, Liaoning,
Qinghai, Shaanxi, Shandong, Shanxi, Sichuan, Yunnan, and Zhejiang. The Autonomous
Regions of China include Guangxi-Zhuang, Nei Mengu - Inner Mongolia, Ningxia-Hui,
Xinjiang-Uygur, Xizang Tibet. The municipalities under the direct administration of the
Chinese Government are Beijing, Shanghai, Chongqing, and Tianjin. Hong Kong and Macau
are within the regime of special administrative regions. China regards Taiwan as its 23rd
province over which it has no effective control, but which, under the Constitution, is ‘part
of the sacred territory of the People’s Republic of China’.

8 Although Serbia is a land lock country, it is connected to Central Europe by large river
routes and basins. Namely, the valleys of the Morava River in the north-south direction, as
well as the Sava and Danube in the north-west-southeast direction, represent a
morphological connection between the Balkans and the Central European Plains. Through
its northern province of Vojvodina, which lies around the Danube River Basin, Serbia is
connected by a large network of river routes to the Black, North and Baltic Seas, and through
the Rhine-Main to the Atlantic Ocean.
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with Hungary in the north, Croatia, Slovenia and Austria in the west,
Bulgaria and Turkey in the east and Macedonia and Greece in the south).
Serbia is at the crossroads of strategically important east-west, north-south
and south-east European routes. Therefore, although it has limited human
capacities (about 8.7 million people live in Serbia, including the territory of
Kosovo and Metohija), and very limited economic potential (which directly
determine its military potential), its geostrategic position enables it to
integrate more and participate in all major regional and international geo-
economic projects (UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2019, p.
21; International Monetary Fund, 2019; Global Fire Power, 2019; Law on the
budget of the Republic of Serbia, 2019).9 Nevertheless, its strategically
important position enables Serbia to be the ‘gateway to the Balkans’, i.e., the
‘bridge between East and West’, which Serbia certainly is, taking into
account all those variables and fluctuations in international relations that
existed in the past, but still exist and are clearly an excellent prerequisite for
optimal international positioning and sustainable socio-political, economic
and cultural development.

In terms of political order, Serbia is a republic dominated by
parliamentary democracy. By economic order, Serbia is a capitalist state.
According to the current Constitution of 2006, ‘The Republic of Serbia is a
state of the Serbian people and all its citizens, based on the rule of law and
social justice, the principles of civil democracy, human and minority rights
and freedoms and membership of European principles and values’
(Constitution of the Republic of Serbia, 2006). The territory of Serbia is
unique and indivisible, and the borders are inviolable. The state power in
the territory is limited by the Constitution in such a way that the
Constitution guarantees the rights of citizens to provincial autonomy and
local self-government. In that sense, Serbia formally has two autonomous
provinces: Vojvodina and Kosovo and Metohija. Following the escalation
of armed conflicts and NATO intervention in 1999, the territory of the
Autonomous Province of Kosovo and Metohija was placed under the United
Nations administration, and soon thereafter internationalized. Due to
inconsistent implementation of the established goals of internationalization,

9 According to IMF data, Serbia’s nominal GDP in 2019 is projected to reach 51.523 billion
US dollars, which is 7,397 US dollars per capita, while GDP based on purchasing power
parity (PPP) stood at 129.298 billion US dollars, which is 18,564 US dollars per capita. By
total military potential, Serbia ranks on 79 places of 137 countries in the world for which
official data are available. According to the Budget of the Republic of Serbia for 2019, for
military needs is allocated 907 million US dollars, which is 1.75% of Serbian GDP.



i.e., the United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo has
worsened the political and inter-ethnic situation over time, which led to the
unilateral declaration of independence of the southern Serbian province by
Kosovo Albanians on 17 February 2008. Serbia treats this separatist act as
contrary to its legal order and international law and does not accept any
violation of its territorial integrity or change of internationally recognized
borders. In order to reach an acceptable and lasting solution for the status
of Kosovo and Metohija after internationalization, and with the aim of
exercising basic human rights, including freedom of movement, Serbia, with
the intervention of the international community, has accepted the
establishment of border crossings on its administrative line with the
southern province (Dimitrijević, 2007; Dimitrijević et al., 2012). 

Although, according to the analysis of general foreign policy, Serbia is a
‘small state’, it is an important political factor in the Balkans, given its
geostrategic position. Such a syllogism stems from the premise that Serbia is
located at the crossroads of Southeast Europe, on important land and river
routes that enable it to communicate well not only in the east-west direction
but also in the north-south direction. Also, such a syllogism stems from the
fact that Serbia represents a ‘piedmont’ between Central Europe and the
Middle East. Its geographical position, natural and human resources, socio-
political system and orientation in international relations enable it to
accelerate its economic development and integration into real economic
trends whose personification is the European Union, with which China also
strives to establish stable, long-term and inclusive relationships and whose
market it is particularly interested in. Given these facts, it is clear that China
has an interest in deepening and expanding strategic cooperation with Serbia.

In the context of the analysis of the current relations between Serbia and
China, the aforementioned conclusion is logically imposed, primarily
because of the historical experience that Serbia has, which indicates a lesser
or greater degree of influence of the great powers on its foreign policy
orientation (Gleni, 2001, p. 362). Namely, it cannot be disputed that in the
previous historical period, Serbia has been building its independent foreign
relations in search of allies, which were often great powers. The same need
exists today when Serbia seeks to achieve its own foreign policy priorities,
strategically important economic and social goals. This, of course, does not
mean that Serbia should accept one’s domination, but that it should
cooperate with great powers through constructive and functional forms of
cooperation based on equality, mutual understanding and benefits. Such a
conclusion holds for Serbia’s relations with China. As China formally
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supports Serbia’s independence and is focused on developing friendly
cooperation based on respect for the principles of the United Nations
Charter and international law, it is clear that Serbia-China relations are based
on equality, mutual benefit and trust.

Starting from the fact that the dynamics of geopolitical changes in the
world require a new positioning of Serbia in international relations,
deepening cooperation with China represents its foreign policy priority. The
new foreign policy course includes a rethinking of the international
environment and the ability to pursue vital national interests. 

In the continuation of the study, the author paid attention to specific
foreign policy determinants, which in his opinion may influence the further
direction of the development of mutual relations.

Specific foreign policy determinants 
of Serbia-China relations

The fact that the diplomatic relations between the Federal People’s
Republic of Yugoslavia and the People’s Republic of China were
established on 2 January 1955 greatly contributed to China’s strategic
positioning towards Serbia. Even more so, since China considers Serbia a
successor to Yugoslavian non-aligned foreign policy and a country that
remained neutral in the military-political regrouping after the end of the
Cold War. In addition, China’s foreign policy orientation towards Serbia is
also conditioned by the new political course that the Serbian government
has set after the democratic changes since the beginning of the 21st century.
Namely, after these changes, parliamentary democracy was introduced in
Serbia, which is an important factor in the democratization of the country
and its opening to the world. The new Serbian government has made
further efforts since 2000, with the aim of establishing strategic relations
with China, while simultaneously expanding and strengthening
cooperation with the European Union, the United States of America and
Russia (Isac Fund, 2013). In doing so, Serbia has identified these partners
as the main pillars of its foreign policy, while affirming that China
represents as important a political actor to it in international relations as
other great powers. This foreign policy orientation is imbued not only with
a voluntaristic assessment of overall international relations, but also with
an opportunistic appreciation of China, which is increasingly acting not
only for its own benefit, but also in the common interest as a responsible
power and global player in solving major international problems. In a

Security Challenges and the Place of the Balkans and Serbia in a Changing World

254



255

Security Challenges and the Place of the Balkans and Serbia in a Changing World

globalized world, China considers not only the personal interests and needs
of the current generation of the world’s population, but also the interests
of other countries and the needs of future generations. Thus, for Serbia,
cooperation with China is a key factor in achieving its most important
foreign policy goals. In this regard, Serbia supports China, which in
international relations does not strive for hegemony and imperialism, but
advocates multilateralism in which the United Nations should play a
primary role. 

China’s relationship with the world is characterized by the application
of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, which involves the principles of
mutual respect, territorial integrity and sovereignty, non-aggression, non-
interference in internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, as well as
peaceful coexistence.10 These five principles of peaceful coexistence
represented a political base for establishing friendly relations with countries
that did not accept China’s ideological commitment to communist rule.
(United Nations, 1958, pp. 57-81; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC,
2019; Keith, 2009; Baijlie, 2014).  Thanks to these principles, deeply
embedded in the Chinese Constitution and the United Nations Charter,
China has been able to establish and develop diplomatic relations with over
170 countries (including Serbia). This fact is not negligible given China’s real
ability to achieve a key foreign political goal - building a peaceful, stable and
prosperous international order framed by the principle of ‘harmony without
uniformity’, which seeks to overcome differences in social systems and
ideologies in order to promote equality in international relations. That is
certainly one of the preconditions for achieving the international
development goals, more precisely formulated in the United Nations
Millennium Declaration and Agenda for Sustainable Development.
(Qingmin, 2014; Dimitrijević, 2018, p. 68; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
PRC, 2015; United Nations, 2000; 2015). Achieving this foreign policy goal
will entail enormous temptations and obstacles, such as rivalries with other
great powers (most notably the United States of America), then multiple

10 The concept was first proclaimed by former Chinese Prime Minister and Foreign Minister
Zhou Enlai when he met with an Indian delegation in the early 1950s to regulate Tibet
issue. This concept is also colloquially called the precepts of Pancha Sila, and is incorporated
into the China-India Agreement on Tibet, concluded on 29 April 1954 in Beijing. More
recently, the principles have also been upheld in numerous official announcements and
bilateral treaties (for example, in a final statement from the Asian and African Conference
in Bandung in 1955; in the 1972 Shanghai Joint China-US Communication; in the China-
Japan Peace Agreement of 1978, etc.).



internal tensions (regarding Tibet and Taiwan, and more recently Xinjiang
and Hong Kong), and then the regional crisis (for example, in North Korea,
Afghanistan, Syria, Iran, etc.). Of course, neither the territorial disputes with
neighbouring countries (sovereignty on islands in the South and East China
Sea), nor defining the land border with Bhutan and India, nor modern
asymmetric security challenges (such as poverty, pandemics, natural
disasters, environmental pollution, terrorism, international crime, etc.)
cannot prevent China from trying to seek solutions peacefully and with high
standards of strategic management (Almond, 2018; Bhutia, 2015; Heath et
al., 2016, pp. 3-16; White House, 2017; Putten and Shulong, 2011, p. 218;
Swaine, 2019; Yang, 2010, pp. 141-159).

For Serbia, as well as for China, the preservation of independence,
national sovereignty and territorial integrity, and thus international peace
and security, are the foreign policy priorities. In line with these priorities,
both countries are developing defensive military doctrine and a neutral
attitude toward military-political blocs (Hongjun, 2013, p. 9; Buzan, 2004, p.
70; Mitrović, 2008, p. 26; Resolution of the National Assembly of Serbia,
2007).Given this foreign policy and military orientation, it is clear why Serbia
respects the One China Policy, which promotes the territorial integrity and
sovereignty of the whole of China, including Taiwan. It is also clear why
China, as a permanent member of the United Nations Security Council,
insists on protecting Serbia’s territorial integrity and does not accept the
unilaterally declared independence of Kosovo and Metohija. It is well
known that China is committed to upholding the consistent implementation
of Resolution no. 1244 of the United Nations Security Council, and to use
its influence in this body to allow Serbia an optimal position in the
negotiations on the political status of the southern province. For pragmatic
reasons, China insists on a peaceful settlement of the dispute and a
compromise that would guarantee equal rights to all peoples living in
Kosovo and Metohija. In this way, China refuses to follow the plans of the
predominantly Western powers for the territorial redesign of Serbia and
seeks to maintain the stability of the existing order by insisting on respect
for international law and the general principles of the United Nations
Charter (Dimitrijević et al., 2012; Trud, 2007, p. 165).

From the previous analysis, it would be possible to draw appropriate
conclusions. Thus, while Serbia considers China to be its most important
strategic partner in Asia, its economic relations with China are
characterized by mutual asymmetry in all comparable economic
parameters (Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Serbia, 2019; Statistical
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Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2019).11 However, this does not mean that
there is no room for further growth and development of these relationships.
This also comes from China’s view that Serbia is one of its key partners in
the Southeast European region. For China, Serbia is an active functional
factor for integration with the European Union, whose huge common
market of high purchasing power may be an ideal space for its investment
and placement of products and services. Therefore, China supports Serbia’s
aspirations for full membership of the European Union and encourages its
economic transition towards market liberalization. The process of
globalization and internationalization of the world economy are
contemporary trends that have not bypassed Serbia and China. Both
countries seek to follow general trends and integrate into the development
of the world economy. Neither can achieve economic growth if left isolated
from the world. As China has achieved remarkable achievements in
economic development over the past four decades of reform and opening
up to the world and has become not only a driver of global economic
growth but also a major supporter of world trade and investments, China’s
economic potential provides Serbia with a chance to achieve its strategic
economic interests, above all, in the renewal and development of industrial
capacity and the improvement and encouragement of technological
progress. Due to the lack of financial resources that would enable the
realization of the aforementioned economic interests, Serbia, using its
liberalized market and good political relations with China, attracted
considerable Chinese investments in the previous decade (for example, in
infrastructure, energy and ICT sectors), which should lead to the gradual

11 According to data of the National Bank of Serbia, the total net inflow from China during
the period from 2005 to 2013 amounted only to EUR 20 million. From 2010 to 2017, inflows
based on investments of Chinese residents in the Republic of Serbia amounted to USD 341.4
million. According to the Serbian Bureau of Statistics and Serbian Chamber of Commerce
official data, in 2016, there was an increase in bilateral trade between the two countries.
Thus, imports from China amounted to USD 1,522.9 million, while exports from Serbia to
China amounted to USD 25.3 million. In 2017, there was further growth. The imports
amounted to USD 1,775.1 million, while exports from Serbia was USD 62.2 million. In 2018,
there was a successive growth of imports from China so that it was amounting to USD
2,167.5 million, while exports from Serbia to China also recorded a growth of USD 91.7
million. Comparing these indicators, it can be seen that the coverage of exports by imports
increased from 1.7 in 2016 to 4.2 in 2018. This further suggests that the foreign trade
exchange between the two countries has gradually increased year by year. According to
the latest statistical indicators for 2019, China as the strategic partner of Serbia occupies the
fourth place in the foreign trade exchange of Serbia with the world (right behind Germany,
Italy and the Russian Federation).
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optimization of its economic system (Dimitrijević, 2017). Whether this will
actually happen depends on several determinants. First of all, it depends
on the Chinese economic strategy, whose main constant is the increasing
expansion of exports, the procurement of energy and natural resources for
sustainable economic growth and consequently, the global economic
positioning and significant logistical and financial support of state-owned
banks to foreign companies.12 If the aforementioned determinant also takes
into account the economic constant that China’s economic cooperation with
Serbia in terms of size, value and structure is a small part of its economic
exchange with the world, then it could be concluded that the achievement
of strategic economic interests through cooperation with China’s represents
a real economic challenge for Serbia (Babić, 2016). However, if the
parameters of economic cooperation between Serbia and China are
analyzed more closely, it can be concluded that this cooperation is on the
rise, not only for the realization of its own economic interests but also for
the successful conduct of the foreign policy of both countries. On the one
hand, China’s foreign policy promotes peace, development and
cooperation at the global level, and on the other hand, Serbia’s foreign
policy promotes Serbia’s constructive role in the regional integration of East
and West. In this regard, Serbia seeks to increase its influence and
importance in economic relations with China and bases its business
prospects on the adaptation of the economic structure at the macro and
micro levels through the optimization of industrial capacities and various
types of investments to achieve a balanced and sustainable economic
growth and development. In order to improve its economic system, Serbia
is intensively developing cooperation with China. This cooperation is
needed for Serbia to continue its integration into the international division
of labour through the global value chain, resulting not only from
proprietary forms of foreign direct investments (FDI), but also from the so-
called non-equity investments (portfolio investments), which enable
proportional participation in foreign export (Kozomara, 2014, p. 109). With
co-ordinated and joint Serbian-Chinese participation in global value chains,
Serbia could realize its development strategy and achieve progressive
economic growth and stability. However, this requires that all Chinese
investments in Serbia enjoy adequate legal certainty. As these guarantees

12 China is developing this model of economic cooperation with the countries of Central and
Eastern Europe (CEEC) through which it seeks to penetrate EU markets. In doing so, China
grants soft loans through state-owned banks to major infrastructure projects. 



exist (for example, with regard to the equal status of domestic and foreign
investors, freedom of investment, national treatment, legal certainty of
transferring profits abroad, etc.), it is believed that this creates a good
climate necessary for achieving economic priorities to the foreign policy
agenda (Law on Foreign Investments, 2014; Politika, 2019).

Based on the analysis of specific foreign policy determinants related to
Serbia-China economic cooperation, further conclusions could be drawn
regarding the comparative advantages that Serbia has over other developing
countries with which China is cooperating. Thus, if it is possible to simplify
the analysis, these advantages as foreign policy variables are manifested
through Serbia’s clear commitment to joining the European Union and the
World Trade Organization. Then, the benefits could be seen through relative
macroeconomic stability, competitive financial risk, the restructuring and
privatization process implemented, rapid development of the capital
market, a liberalized tariff and tax legislation, a significant level of fiscal,
regulatory and financial incentives, a highly skilled and relatively
inexpensive workforce, developed telecommunication and transport
infrastructure, etc. The existence of a free trade agreement (FTA) with the
European Union, the Central European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA), the
European Free Trade Association (EFTA), the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS), the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and special
agreements with Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Turkey and other countries,
the adopted strategy for stimulating and developing foreign investment, a
harmonized legal framework for foreign investment with European and
international standard, and complete visa liberalization between Serbia and
China - may also represent comparative advantages for future Serbia-China
economic cooperation, particularly in agriculture, transport and energy, as
well as production capacity of the automotive, telecommunications,
mechanical, chemical and textile industries, with a view to placing them on
third markets. In addition to these comparative advantages, there are also
some challenges for the further development of Serbian-Chinese cooperation
related to macroeconomic imbalances. This imbalance greatly contributes
to the ‘accelerated pulse’ in relations and directly affects the dynamics and
structure of FDI inflows into Serbia, as well as the volume and structure of
Serbian exports to China. The prediction of the development of strategic
relations between Serbia and China, therefore, requires a rethinking of the
ways in which this negative tendency arising from asymmetric bilateral
economic cooperation could be stopped. From the analysis of selected
macroeconomic parameters, it can be concluded that there is still a chance
to transform the volume and structure of Serbian exports to China in line
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with the accelerated inflow of Chinese investment. This transformation
would be a clear indication of the strengthening of the economic potential
needed for the gradual re-industrialization of the Serbian real sector, and
thus for the promotion of ‘win-win’ economic cooperation. The financial
basis for such developments could come in part from the rational
accumulation of foreign investment and then from the planned distribution
of revenues, which would lead to the consolidation of economic relations
and the pursuit of common interests arising from the effective
implementation of China’s development strategy. (Kozomara, 2014;
Dimitrijević and Jokanović, 2016). Considering that China has enormous
development potential and that it approaches planning and achieving its
strategic development goals in a holistic way, that is, through sectoral
integration and market adaptation of different countries, regions, sub-
regions and even continents - it is clear that its development strategy has
global significance and that it is a unique determinant of its relations with
the world. In this connection, in the next part of the analysis, it is necessary
to explain the content and scope of this strategy symbolically named: the
‘New Silk Road’.

A unique foreign policy determinant 
of Serbia-China relations

The importance of establishing the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership
between Serbia and China has had positive effects not only on optimizing
Serbia’s foreign policy position in international relations but also on
implementing the foreign policy goals of China’s the ‘New Silk Road’
development strategy. In this sense, the analysis of contemporary Serbo-
Chinese relations requires the realization of the significance of this unique
determinant of foreign policy, which conditioned not only these relations but
also the entire international relations in the Age of Globalization. Generally
speaking, the development strategy of the ‘New Silk Road’ is an ideological
concept of China’s foreign policy aimed at preserving world peace and
ensuring the common, harmonious and prosperous development of the
entire world. Unlike the geopolitical strategies of the great powers, mainly
based on the division of spheres of interest, China’s ‘New Silk Road’ strategy
is focused on mutual interests and cooperation in order to achieve mutual
benefits. Since 1978, when it embarked on economic structural reforms and
the implementation of an ‘Opening-up Policy’, China has sought to
strengthen its position in international politics and to contribute actively to
globalization through its involvement in international economic integration
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processes (Hongyuan et al., 2012, p. 128).13 Continued social reforms are
contributing to the achievement of this ‘Chinese dream’, to which China is
building a new vision of international relations based on the promotion of
political, economic and cultural cooperation and social progress between
different civilizations. Hence, despite the significant post-Cold War
geopolitical changes, strong political influence in international processes and
marked opportunism in international relations, China remains a connecting
factor in solving major international problems. Faced with new challenges
and opportunities, China, as the world’s second-largest economy with almost
a fifth of the world’s population, has pledged internationally to expand good
relations with all countries of the world, regardless of their size, ideological
and political orientation and the level of economic development. This new,
pragmatic approach has determined China’s new position in the Global
Economic Governance and the New World Order (Dimitrijević, 2018). 

China today advocates for greater and balanced cooperation between
developed and developing countries, it promotes cooperation in the South-
South and South-North directions, and it is also working to fulfil its
commitments globally. This positioning emerged from a new foreign policy
course that replaces the prevailing concept of ‘peaceful rise’ with the concept
of ‘peaceful development’ as a precondition for adapting the Chinese model
of development to the process of globalization. (Jiabao, 2007; Nye, 2011, p.
11).14 In doing so, China has expanded its earlier foreign policy priorities of

13 The concept of the ‘New Silk Road’ emerged from strategic reflections on social
development in the 1990s. At that time, Deng Xiaoping confirmed his vision of economic
reforms based on China’s coastal development (especially through special economic zones
in coastal provinces, open coastal cities, eastern comprehensive development zones). In
this idea, there was no provision for the development of the inland parts of China.
Therefore, at the beginning of the 21st century, China made deeper reforms  to coordinate
the development of all of its regions by adopting the concept of market economy. With the
implementation of regional development strategies of the ‘Develop the West’, ‘Revitalize
the Northeast’ and ‘Rise of Central China’, and with the establishment of innovative ‘state
pilot zones for overall reform’, China has greatly managed to balance its regional
development and improve competitiveness, which enabled it to continue with the
implementation of comprehensive economic reforms and the rapid opening of its internal
market. This was particularly visible in the period after China joined the World Trade
Organization (WTO) in 2001. This period represented a period of major changes since China
opened up in all its economic sectors, expanding and deepening its ties with the world,
which enabled it to make a bigger impact on foreign direct investment, as well as to
strengthen its own export-oriented trade and overseas investment.

14 Such tactics, in foreign policy practice, was accompanied by a gradual growth of Chinese
‘hard power’ with an attractive narrative about the growth of ‘soft power’, which in the
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regional development and stability to be much more receptive goals of
peaceful and harmonious development of the world, which in the meantime
have become the basis of its new foreign policy doctrine, whose
personification is precisely the development strategy of the ‘New Silk Road’.
Symbolically named after its historical model from ancient times, this
development strategy is covered by appropriate foreign policy framework
initiatives, namely: the ‘Silk Road, Economic Belt’ and the ‘21st Century
Maritime Silk Road’ (Belt and Road Initiative) (The Decision, 2013; People’s
Daily, 2013; Dimitrijević and Jokanović, 2016; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the PRC, 2013).15 As a novelized ideological concept of China’s foreign
policy, the development strategy of the ‘New Silk Road’ is rather abstractly
defined without clear geographical, temporal and functional parameters,
which does not diminish its global geo-economic significance. Especially
since this strategy is based on the ideas of a common and peaceful
coexistence, ‘win-win’ cooperation and comprehensive, balanced and
sustainable development (Petrović Piroćanac, 2013). Such a foundation is
certainly complementary to China’s view that regional integration
contributes to economic globalization and that greater connectivity between
different regions accelerates the development of global supply, industrial

doctrine of international relations is explained by the premise that China, by ‘smart power’,
seeks to convey the idea of its ‘peaceful rise’  to eliminate the possibility of a countervailing
balance of power. 

15 The New Silk Road development strategy, through its framework foreign policy
initiatives, was first proposed by Chinese President Xi Jinping during an official visit to
the countries of Central Asia: Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan,
and then to Indonesia in October 2014. In his speech in Astana and then on the 13th
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) summit in Bishkek, President Xi emphasized
the need of ‘jointly building the ‘Silk Road Economic Belt’ with innovative models of
cooperation’, between China, Central Asia and Europe. To implement this Initiative,
President Xi suggested that it would be necessary to start work first in specific areas in
order to connect them within the entire region. In his later speech in the Indonesian
Parliament and on the 10th anniversary of the ASEAN-China strategic partnership, he
emphasized the importance of stronger regional integration and maritime cooperation,
as well as the promotion of regional interconnectivity for the improvement of the maritime
economy, environmental protection, science, technology and security. In this regard, he
pledged for the establishment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank with the
purpose of financing infrastructure projects along the maritime routes. Also, he stressed
that China is fully prepared to cooperate with the ASEAN countries and, in that respect,
he supported the effective use of the China-ASEN Maritime Cooperation Fund to develop
partnerships in the field of maritime cooperation and joint construction of the ‘21st
Century Maritime Silk Road’.



and value chains (Dimitrijević, 2018; Yi, 2015). This conclusion comes from
specific programmatic documents such as a strategically important act of
the National Development and Reform Commission and the Chinese
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Commerce published under the
title ‘Vision and Actions on the Joint Building Silk Road, Economic Belt and
21st Century Maritime Silk Road’, from 28 March 2015 (National
Development and Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
Ministry of Commerce of the People’s Republic of China, 2015). Referring
to the previously proposed Belt and Road Initiative, this act essentially defines
the development plans of the ‘New Silk Road’ strategy which includes
guidelines for all-round opening and improving economic, financial,
cultural, scientific and technological cooperation with the countries of Asia,
Africa and Europe to achieve overall progress, regional security (especially
in Central Asia), internal political stability and economic prosperity. To
implement this act, the National Development and Reform Commission
adopted the ‘Action Plan for Harmonization of Standards along the Belt and
Road (2015-2017)’ on 22 October 2015 (National Development and Reform
Commission, 2015). Bearing in mind that the Action Plan reaffirms the goals
of the ‘New Silk Road’ development strategy, it also represents a long-term
vision of developing China’s relations with the world (Escobar, 2015;
Compilation and Translation Bureau, Central Committee of Communist
Party of China, 2016, p. 210; Dimitrijević, 2018).16

The model of development embodied in the aforementioned strategic
acts points to the overcoming of an ‘Opening-up Policy’, and a reform
direction that rests solely on structural reforms. Over time, due to the
accumulated social problems and uneven internal development, it became
obvious that China needs to carry out broader economic reforms by
introducing a proactive approach to foreign direct investment to develop
its manufacturing and export capacities to further enable foreign markets.
With the promotion of the Belt and Road Initiative, China has also begun
promoting its FDI, which is part of its global economic strategy and Policies
of ‘Going Out’ and ‘Bringing in’, which should enable faster flow of goods,
services, labour and capital, increase productivity, and a more cost-effective
allocation of funds to broadly integrate regional markets and align
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16 Implementation of this development strategy under the Action Plan should be in phases,
with the gradual accession of states to the Belt and Road Initiative. The first stage
encompasses the period until 2021 when the CPC celebrates its anniversary, and the other
stage encompasses the period until 2049 when China celebrates its birthday.
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countries’ economic policies along the ‘New Silk Road’.17 In this regard, the
implementation of the ‘New Silk Road’ strategy should contribute to
greater involvement of participating countries in the activities of
international and regional organizations and financial institutions in order
to integrate them more fully into the development goals of the Belt and Road
Initiative.18 This positioning does not exclude the possibility of establishing
innovative models of cooperation between states or between states and
international organizations in order to participate in the Belt and Road
Initiative. After all, this is illustrated by the example of the formation of the
‘16+1’ mechanism (which in the meantime has grown into the ‘17+1’)
between the countries of Central, East and Southeast Europe (CESEE) and
China which cover various areas of cooperation, starting with
infrastructure, finance, trade, transport, agriculture, energy and
telecommunications, to scientific, technological, cultural, educational and
medical cooperation and people-to-people exchange. This mechanism of
cooperation is of great importance for the development of Serbian-Chinese
relations because through it Serbia has become a major ‘hub’ for Chinese
FDI in Serbian transport, infrastructure, energy, metallurgy, ICT and other
industrial sectors. In this way, the ‘17 + 1’ mechanism gave impetus to the
establishment of Comprehensive Strategic Cooperation, which encouraged
new Chinese investments in Serbia, which according to official figures
amount to over USD 10 billion (Zakić and Radišić, 2019).19 In this regard,

17 In essence, the ‘New Silk Road’ strategy seeks to overcome the weaknesses of the current
global economic order and accelerate the revitalization of a large part of the world that
covers a wider area with more than 4.6 billion people with a production capacity of 21
trillion US dollars (almost one-third of world GDP).

18 n this regard, it does not exclude cooperation with existing organizations such as the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SOS), the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU),  ASEAN
plus China,  Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM),
Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC), the Asia-Pacific Dialogue (APD),
the Asia Cooperation Dialogue (ACD), the Conference on Interaction and Conference
Building Measures in Asia (CICA), the China-Arab States Cooperation Forum, the Strategic
Dialogue between China and the Gulf Cooperation Committee, the Economic Community
of Brazil, Russia, India, China and the South African Union (BRICS) and  financial
institutions such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the (BRICS) New
Development Bank (NDB), the China, Central & Eastern Europe Investment Co-operation
Fund (CEEFund) and the Silk Road Fund (SRF), which represent a counterpart to the
transatlantic system monetary economies carried out by the World Bank (WB), the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the Asian Development Bank (ADB).

19 Of particular importance in this regard are Chinese investments in ‘Smederevo’ steelworks,
in the ‘Mining Smelter Basin Bor’, in the construction of the Zemun-Borča bridge, in the



Chinese investment has become a key impetus for economic growth in
Serbia. On the other hand, the rapid attractiveness of Chinese investments
has also brought with it greater indebtedness of Serbia and its responsibility
in the international financial market. To avoid possible macroeconomic
imbalances, Serbia generally would have to pay more attention to the
structure of total FDIs and their sectoral distribution in order to achieve
stable and sustainable economic growth through this form of capital.
Finally, if Serbia wants to increase its influence and importance in
international relations based on economic cooperation with China, its
business with China must be built not only on past successes and
achievements, but also on potentials that will be grounded on improving
its real economic capacity through different types of investments.

CONCLUSION

The changing world geopolitical circumstances justify the new strategic
positioning of Serbia and China in international relations. In this regard,
pursuing the current foreign policy priorities of the two countries involves
examining the international environment and monitoring their vital national
interests. Assuming that Serbo-Chinese relations should contribute to the
faster political consolidation, economic development and social progress,
the study analyzed the general, specific and unique determinants of Serbo-
Chinese relations. Namely, using appropriate scientific methods, the author
of the study wanted to demonstrate the validity of the initial hypothesis that
the current strategic cooperation between Serbia and China depends not
only on spatial, temporal and institutional factors, which are obviously
asymmetrical, but also on global economic factors that may contribute to
deepening this cooperation. In this regard, the author has come to some
conclusions that may be relevant for formulating the principles and goals
of future cooperation. Thus, Serbia, as the successor state of socialist
Yugoslavia, should maintain the continuity of traditionally good relations
with China, but also working to constantly improve them in line with the
opportunities offered by the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership. As a kind
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construction of the Belgrade-Budapest fast railway on the part of the international Corridor
10, in the construction of parts of the international corridor 11, in the construction of a new
Block 3 of the thermal power plant Kostolac ‘B’, in the construction of the Block 3 Thermal
Power Plant ‘Nikola Tesla B’ in Obrenovac, in the modernization of the integrated system
of telecommunications and the construction of the Innovation Center for Digital
Transformation, etc.



of political instrument, the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership should
facilitate the cooperation and development of friendly relations between the
two countries at different levels and different social fields. This is all the
more so since both countries are in the process of regrouping into a new
multipolar system of international relations and reconciling their own
national interests, which are more precisely defined in their foreign policy
doctrines. Finally, the study shows that Serbia and China do not have to
change their good practices and foreign policy priorities, among which the
development of ‘steel cooperation’ is not only a common interest but also a
significant objective of their mutually beneficial foreign policy. This policy
is framed by the unique development strategy of the ‘New Silk Road’ and
the Belt and Road initiative, whose directions in interstate relations define
the ‘17+1’cooperation mechanism as a new form of foreign policy that
deepens earlier ideological concepts of global economic development and
reform of world society in a ‘community of common interests, destinies and
responsibilities’ or in other words, into a ‘community of the common future
of mankind’ (Permanent Mission of the PRC to the United Nations Office at
Geneva, 2018).  
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