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ABSTRACT
The countries of the Western Balkans during the 1990s were
dominated by competitive authoritarian regimes that combined
multi-party elections with nationalist rhetoric and the privatisation
of the state to affiliated business interests. After a move towards
democratisation in the early 2000s across the region, authoritarian
practices began re-appearing in the late 2000s and have now
firmly taken root in many of these countries. This article will argue
that the current competitive authoritarian systems (Levitsky,
Steven, and Lucan A. Way. 2010. Competitive Authoritarianism.
Hybrid Regimes after the Cold War. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press) are structurally different from those of the 1990s.
These new regimes draw on the failure of reformist governments
during the early 2000s to decisively break with authoritarian
practices and establish independent and democratic institutions,
thus facilitating the return of competitive authoritarian regimes.
The current pattern in the Western Balkans is part of a global
trend, but is also one embedded in the particularities of
democratic transformation of the region. This article argues that
the return of competitive authoritarianism is the result of weak
democratic structures, facilitated by the weakening and
insufficient transformative power of external actors, first and
foremost the EU, in incentivizing continued democratisation.
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The countries of the Western Balkans were dominated during the 1990s by competitive
authoritarian regimes that combined multi-party elections with nationalist rhetoric and
the privatisation of the state to affiliated business interests. After a move towards demo-
cratisation in the early 2000s across the region, authoritarian practices began re-appearing
in the late 2000s and have now firmly taken root in many of these countries. This article will
argue that the current competitive authoritarian systems (Levitsky and Way 2010) are
structurally different from those of the 1990s. These new regimes draw on the failure of
reformist governments during the early 2000s to decisively break with authoritarian prac-
tices and establish independent and democratic institutions, thus facilitating the return of
competitive authoritarian regimes. The current pattern in the Western Balkans is part of a
global trend, but is also one embedded in the particularities of democratic transformation
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of the region. This article argues that the return of competitive authoritarianism is the
result of weak democratic structures, facilitated by the weakening and insufficient trans-
formative power of external actors, first and foremost the European Union (EU), in incen-
tivising continued democratisation.

The focus on the Western Balkans derives from its position outside the EU. Similar pat-
terns of rising authoritarianism can be identified inside the EU, such as in Hungary and
Poland, while other EU members display comparable patterns of weak institutions, corrup-
tion and limited media freedom, such as Romania and Bulgaria. Furthermore, countries
more distant from the EU, geographically and in terms of membership such as Turkey,
also display strong authoritarian traits. The focus on the Western Balkans thus does not
suggest a regional specificity, but instead argues that with close EU engagement in the
region and pre-accession conditionality, governments in the Western Balkans are more
likely to have strong incentives to foster democratic rule than those either inside or
more distant from the EU.

Since the introduction of multi-party democracy in the early 1990s, most of the Western
Balkans1 have experienced a variety of hybrid regimes that fall in the spectrum between
consolidated democracies and autocracies (Bogaards 2009). The wars in Croatia, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, and Kosovo and competitive authoritarian regimes characterised the
1990s. The first decade of the 2000s began with a gradual democratisation that saw a
regular alternation of power, ruling parties that endorsed political and economic reform,
as well as EU integration. By the late 2000s, competitive authoritarian patterns re-
emerged including a decline in press freedom, erosion of independent institutions, and
strong reliance on informal control over the state administration by the ruling party
(Kmezić and Bieber 2015). This downward trend or in some countries merely stagnation
is reflected in all key indices of democracy.2

As this article will argue, the competitive authoritarian regimes that have emerged are
best understood as being defined by the combination of two features: (1) institutional
weakness that provides insufficient democratic safeguards, and (2) authoritarian political
actors who utilise these weaknesses to attain and retain power. The weakness of demo-
cratic institutions also characterised the 2000s throughout the Western Balkans, but
what has changed in the last decade in some of the countries is the use of these weak-
nesses of elected governments and presidents to consolidate power. Modest advances
in creating independent institutions and checks and balances have been reversed in a
number of cases. The main variation across the region is found less among weak insti-
tutions, and more among authoritarian parties and leaders taking advantage of them.

A second aspect of competitive authoritarian regimes often neglected and essential in
understanding the Western Balkans is the role of outside actors. Much of the support, both
financial and normative, as well in terms of pressure and incentives for democratisation
came from the larger process of integration into European institutions, from the Council
of Europe (especially in the early years) to the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
(NATO) and the EU. A lack of strong support for democratic rule by the EU and several
of its member states has facilitated the emergence of regimes that base their external
legitimacy on providing stability, rather than democracy. The nexus between competitive
authoritarian regime and strategic external support and the legitimacy this generates has
been termed “stabilitocracy” (Primatarova and Deimel 2012; Pavlović 2016b; Beha 2017;
BiEPAG 2017; Bieber 2018). The central role of external support for competitive
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authoritarian regimes in the Western Balkans will be a central theme in the article, as this
constitutes their defining feature and a neglected aspect in the study of competitive
authoritarian regimes.3 In conclusion, this article will identify both lessons for the engage-
ment of external actors in the Western Balkans, as well as future paths for research on com-
petitive authoritarian regimes.

1. Competitive authoritarianism in the Western Balkans

After the initial post-1989 euphoria over the supposed victory of liberal democracy, a more
nuanced understanding of democratisation emerged from the late 1990s that acknowl-
edges the many nuances between a fully consolidated liberal democracy and an outright
authoritarian regime. These “in-between” regimes have been given a variety of names
from semi-authoritarianism (Ottaway 2003) to hybrid regimes (Diamond 2002) and defec-
tive democracies (Merkel 2004). As Bogaards convincingly argues, and as major indices
show, the best way to conceptualise these types is as lying in a continuum between an
ideal type of democracy and authoritarianism and to position regimes accordingly
(2009). For the purposes of this article, I will use the term of competitive authoritarian
systems, as defined by Levitsky and Way (2010, 5), meaning

“civilian regimes in which formal democratic institutions exist and are widely viewed as the
primary means of gaining power, but in which incumbents’ abuse of the state places them
at a significant advantage vis-à-vis their opponents. Such regimes are competitive in that
opposition parties use democratic institutions to contest seriously for power, but they are
not democratic because the playing field is heavily skewed in favor of incumbents.”

In addition the emergence of a more nuanced understanding of the gradations of regime
types between ideal type democracy and authoritarianism, there has also been an obser-
vable global decline of democracy in recent years (Diamond and Plattner 2015; Bermeo
2016), although some authors have been sceptical about the extent to which democracy
has declined (Levitz and Pop-Eleches 2010; Levitsky and Way 2015). This decline is distinct
from, yet closely linked to the rise of nativist and populist politicians and parties which
challenge liberal democratic regimes (Krastev 2007, 2011; Mudde and Kaltwasser 2016),
as it is often populist and nativist parties in power that can become responsible for the
democratic decline. Importantly, the rise of illiberal politics has occurred in both consoli-
dated democracies such the United States and Hungary, as well as democracies with weak
institutions like Macedonia, the Philippines or Turkey.

This twin global challenge of competitive authoritarian regimes and illiberal politics in
consolidated democracies highlight that the Western Balkans are not experiencing an iso-
lated decline of democracy, but part of a larger pattern. The countries of the Western
Balkans belong to the large group that has not achieved the status of consolidated democ-
racy (Bieber and Ristić 2012, 529–549; Džihić and Segert 2012).

Over the past two decades, considerable scholarly attention was given to nationalism
and competitive authoritarian regimes in the post-Yugoslav space during the 1990s (Gordy
1999; Gagnon 2004; Boduszyński 2010; Dolenec 2013). Yet studies embedding the Western
Balkans in the larger debates of democratisation have been fewer (Fisher 2006), and
research on post-Communist democratisation has often left out the post-Yugoslav
space (Bieber 2014; Vladisavljević 2014).4
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Scholarship on the Western Balkans after 2000 often rested on the assumption that the
region was merely experiencing a delayed process that would emulate the larger post-
Communist pattern of democratisation, namely the transformation of authoritarian to
democratic regimes (Cohen and Lampe 2011). More critical and nuanced assessments
of the difficulties of democratic consolidation in the Western Balkans, both comparing
beyond the region and/or reflecting on the marginal position of the region in the demo-
cratisation literature, have emerged only recently (Džihić and Segert 2012; Dawson 2014;
Günay and Džihić 2016; Mujanović 2018). The focus on the Western Balkans in this article is
thus not an argument for the region’s exceptionalism, but rather to understand new com-
petitive authoritarianism in the context of a region that has high levels of Western linkages
and where EU leverage is particularly large.

Thus, the core argument of the article is that the competitive authoritarian regimes that
have emerged in the Western Balkans have adapted to the challenge of maintaining exter-
nal support by largely Western actors, the EU, its member states and the United States,
while ensuring authoritarian control domestically. Anti-Western policies and exclusionary
nationalism are only used when the combination of competitive authoritarian practices
and a formal reformist agenda fail. Second, these regimes exercise control informally
rather than through constitutional and legal change, taking control of the media and
the state institutions (Bieber and Kmezić 2015). Third, the competitive authoritarian
regimes of the Western Balkans rely strongly on external legitimacy as “reformers”, at
least initially, yet govern through the creation and management of crises.

In the Western Balkans, I consider three examples of clear competitive authoritarian
regimes: Serbia since 2012, Montenegro, and Macedonia between 2006/8 and 2017. The
remaining countries, Albania, Kosovo and Bosnia-Herzegovina, are partially competitive
authoritarian regimes. In Bosnia-Herzegovina, the regime in one entity, the Republika
Srpska since 2006 fits, whereas in the other entity, the Federation, there has been more
regular alternation of power and a lower level of distortion of electoral competition.
However, some features of competitive authoritarianism are to be found in the Federation,
and also in Kosovo and Albania (both of which have seen more frequent alternations of
power), such as weak institutions, use of state resources and institutions by ruling
parties. Finally, Croatia could be included, as it was included in the “Western Balkan”
region prior to EU accession. While it joined in 2013, it displays features similar to the
other countries. Here, the hegemonic conservative Croatian Democratic Community
(Hrvatska demokratska zajednica, HDZ) ruled for 20 of the 28 years since the introduction
of multiparty system. Yet, since returning to power in 2016 it has not displayed the ability
to establish the kind of dominant position to transform the country into a competitive
authoritarian system.

The regional variation is also reflected in various democracy indices that provide a
somewhat misleading picture at the comparative level (Bertelsmann Transformation
Index 2016; Economist Intelligence Unit 2016; Freedom House 2016). All three list Serbia
and Montenegro as regional leaders, with Kosovo and Bosnia-Herzegovina being the lag-
gards. However, the contested nature of both states impacts on the measure of democ-
racy, as does blocked decision-making and external intervention. The fact that much of
the competitive authoritarian rule takes place informally, not through laws and formal
decisions, means that the comparative rankings are misleading. There are thus two fea-
tures to consider, as noted earlier: (1) the structural weakness of democratic institutions,
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which are shared across the region and which make institutions less resilient; and (2) the
ability and willingness of ruling parties and individuals to use these weaknesses to their
advantage.

The article will identify five central features of competitive authoritarian systems in the
Western Balkans: ideology, external legitimacy, crises, control of media, and state capture.
In conclusion, the article will highlight how the new competitive authoritarian regimes
have incorporated demands for reforms and external legitimacy into classic mechanisms
of control, using informality and reform discourse.

2. Patterns of competitive authoritarianism

By the late 1990s, the competitive authoritarian regimes of the Western Balkans lost power
through breakthrough elections (Albania, Croatia and Serbia) or transformed themselves
(partially Montenegro and Macedonia).5

The emergence of new competitive authoritarian regimes occurred during the 2000s,
with Montenegro merely transforming the more repressive competitive authoritarianism
of the 1990s into one that was pro-Western, rhetorically reformist and tolerated greater
opposition (Vuković 2015).

In Croatia and Serbia the early 2000s marked the highpoint of the democratic trans-
formation, complicated by the return of the HDZ in Croatia and the unstable and more
conservative governments in Serbia after Đinđić’s assassination in 2003. Initially, both con-
tinued to establish independent institutions and move gradually towards the consolida-
tion of democracy. In Croatia, the HDZ under Prime Minister Ivo Sanader and his
successor Jadranka Kosor continued to pursue EU integration and institutional reforms,
whereas in Serbia the consolidation was complicated by the strength of the anti-reformist
Serb Radical Party (Srpska radikalna stranka, SRS) until 2008. Only then did the SRS split
with a moderate wing led by Tomislav Nikolić and Aleksandar Vučić forming an ostensibly
pro-reformist and EU-friendly Serb Progressive Party (Srpska napredna stranka, SNS) (Konit-
zer 2011). In Serbia, reformists were also only reluctant institution-builders. Thus, rather
than decisively breaking with undemocratic practices, they continued to rely on them
and were often unwilling to strengthen independent institutions and constitutions
(Orlović 2008). An example is the strong control of the executive under the second
term of president Boris Tadić (2008–2012), when he controlled the government, led by
his party DS, and the prime minister, Mirko Cvetković, was a lacklustre candidate, with
no independent power base. In 2012 the SNS won presidential and parliamentary elec-
tions and in subsequent years, the party and its leader Aleksandar Vučić gradually conso-
lidated power, winning presidential elections in the first round in 2017.

In Macedonia the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization – Democratic Party
for Macedonian National Unity (Vnatrešena Makedonska revolucionerna organizacija-
Demokratska partija za Makedonsko nacionalno edinstvo, VMRO-DPMNE) came to power
in 2006 on a reformist moderate agenda. It held power between 1998 and 2002 and
took a nationalist, but not an authoritarian line. It initially focused on economic reforms,
while also excluding the larger Albanian party, the Democratic Union for Integration (Bash-
kimi Demokratik për Integrim, BDI), established from the rebel movement in 2001, from
power. After the rejection of NATO membership over Greek objections over the name,
the party shifted towards more nationalist and authoritarian rule in 2008, even if the
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lavish reconstruction plan “Skopje 2014” that introduced nationalist monuments,
museums and other markers was planned before 2008. Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski
increasingly undermined democratic rule, including manipulation of elections, closure
of critical media and pressure on journalists and independent institutions revealed after
wiretaps of some 20,000 citizens were partially published by the opposition in 2015.
The turn towards competitive authoritarian politics was accompanied by the lavish recon-
struction of the centre of Skopje in a panache of architectural styles and nationalist
symbols that cost more than half a billion Euros (Jordanovska 2015). In Bosnia-Herzego-
vina, similarly, Milorad Dodik became prime minister of Republika Srpska in 2006 on a
reformist moderate agenda, winning elections later that year launching a nationalist plat-
form of promising a referendum on independence. He moved to the presidency of Repub-
lika Srpska in 2010. His use of a nationalist position was both the result of foreign
campaign advice, the nationalist electoral base, and enhanced by the contentious, ethni-
cally segregated political system that encourages nationalist polarisation.

All competitive authoritarian regimes were elected as pragmatic reformers, from Milo
Đukanović (Montenegro) in the late 1990s and later to Gruevski (Macedonia) and Dodik
(Republika Srpska) in 2006 and Vučić (Serbia) in 2012. They enjoyed both domestic and
external, Western support for their pragmatism. Shifts towards nationalism in Republika
Srpska and Macedonia initially hinged largely on pragmatic considerations.

One key distinction of these new competitive authoritarian regimes from their prede-
cessors is that they rely heavily external legitimacy, which restricts their ability to use vio-
lence or promote nationalism as they did during the 1990s (Gagnon 2004). In addition,
they did not inherit an essentially authoritarian state, but founded their rule on flawed,
yet democratic institutions. Following privatisations, the reduction of the public sector,
and other aspects of transformation during the 1990s and early 2000s, the governments
taking office in the late 2000s lacked the same arsenals and resources for clientelism
that governments had during the 1990s (Fisher 2006, 83–100).

This means that they could not draw on the same continuity of direct control and
instead had to rely on more subtle mechanisms of control. Thus, the institutions and prac-
tices of the democratic interlude matter. During the 2000s, the beginning of EU accession
processes generated the expectation of and demand for political and economic reforms. In
some cases, as in Montenegro, the transition from the more heavy-handed authoritarian-
ism of the 1990s to the “EU-compatible” competitive authoritarian regimes of today was
seamless, whereas in others, such as Serbia, a decade stood in between. In the case of
Macedonia, the period prior to 2006 was characterised by undemocratic practices, but
overall the regime did not really display competitive authoritarian features until 2008.

In discussing the competitive authoritarian regimes of today, we focus on five key traits:
(1) strategic use of ideology; (2) the significance of external legitimacy; (3) crisis “manage-
ment”; (4) control of the media; and (5) the dynamics of state capture.6 All features are
based on negotiating external legitimacy as reformists (at least initially) and domestic
control.

2.1. Strategic use of ideology

While the competitive authoritarian regimes of the 1990s were firmly rooted in national-
ism, this ideological choice is less pertinent today. The ruling parties in Croatia and Serbia,
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as well as in Montenegro (until 1997) and Bosnia-Herzegovina were based on the use of
nationalism, even if formally they identified themselves respectively as Christian demo-
crats and socialists. Today, nationalism is less central to the regimes’ ideological foun-
dation, even if we find no single patterns, but rather two types of development. One,
exemplified by Macedonia under VMRO-DPMNE, where nationalism became increasingly
central to the government policy, and the other, exemplified by Montenegro under Demo-
cratic Party of Socialists (Demokratska partija socijalista, DPS) rule, where exclusionary
nationalism has been marginal.

The decade of VMRO-DPMNE rule in Macedonia is characterised by conservative and
nationalist policies. The use of nationalism became particularly pronounced following
Macedonia’s failure to join NATO in 2008 when the government began embarking on
the megalomaniac-building project Skopje 2014 (Vangeli 2011). Serbia and Montenegro
are, on the other hand, examples of non-ideological competitive authoritarian regimes.
This does not mean that the governments of the two countries do not draw on national-
ism, but that this is merely one part of their repertoires.

In Montenegro, the DPS regime adopted a catch-all platform of such broad scope that it
is nearly impossible to pin down ideologically (Džankić and Keil 2017). The ruling party
promoted Montenegrin state-building and a Montenegrin national identity that is distinct
from Serb identity. However, as the party has relied on minority support among its elec-
torate and from minority parties, this nationalism has not been exclusive and focused
more on strengthening the state and underlining the separateness from the Serb
nation, including through the introduction of the Montenegrin language with its own
letters (Džankić 2013). Similarly in Serbia, despite having its roots in the extreme nationalist
SRS, the ruling SNS has downplayed this legacy. Instead, it emphasises its rhetorical com-
mitment to EU integration and to (ill-defined) economic and political reform (Stanković,
Ćuković, and Vuksanović 2016).

With the SNS positioning itself as a centre-right party and the DPS as a centre-left party,
their programmes and policies provide little insight into their position. Those two cases
could be thus described as non-ideological autocrats, who do not openly espouse an illib-
eral state, but have rather achieved party control over the state in parallel to their formal
commitment to EU integration.

VMRO-DPNME in Macedonia positioned itself as a pro-European and centre-right
party.7 However, over time as a consequence of external blockages to progress towards
EU accession, it has moved away from mainstream positions to endorse ideologies and
policies on the far right (Petkovski 2015). However all parties aspired to membership in
European party families, including VMRO-DPMNE and SNS as associate members of the
European Peoples Party (EPP) and DPS as an associate member of the Party of European
Socialists (PES). Only the Alliance of Independent Social Democrats (Savez nezavisnih soci-
jaldemokrata, SNSD) of Milorad Dodik was expelled from the Socialist International in 2012
for its nationalist policies.

2.2. External legitimacy

A key feature of competitive authoritarian regimes during the 1990s was their limited
international legitimacy. The government of Serbia (and Montenegro) was under UN sanc-
tions between 1992 and 1995 and remained subject to an outer wall of sanctions
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afterwards, strengthened in the context of Kosovo war 1998–1999. Croatia and Bosnia-Her-
zegovina were not subject to sanctions, except the Yugoslav-wide weapons embargo of
1991–5. Croatia was able to build ties with EU members and the Tudjman government
was able to make a more credible case for integration to international organisations
than Serbia or the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.

However, EU accession was not an option for Croatia, even after the end of the wars in
1995 and the peaceful reintegration of Eastern Slavonia in 1997. In Serbia (and Montene-
gro), the prospect of European integration was even more remote. Briefly, Milošević came
to be accepted as a “peacemaker” in the Bosnian peace talks, given preference over the
more radical Bosnian Serb leaders. Yet, that acceptance was always tentative and he
was seen purely as a provider of stability, but not as a partner in Euro-Atlantic integration.
With the indictment of Milošević by the ICTY during the Kosovo war in 1999, Milošević
became internationally shunned and isolated. Thus during the 1990s the regimes of the
Western Balkans could at best hope for strategic support as promoting stability, but full
integration into Euro-Atlantic structure was neither on offer, nor actively sought by
most governments. After 2000, nationalist and autocratic parties were excluded from
power and could only return if they reformed or the country risked its integration in
Euro-Atlantic institutions.

Montenegro best exemplifies the role of external legitimacy in shoring up competitive
authoritarianism. Unlike in Croatia and Serbia, where there was a rupture in the rule of the
dominant party of the 1990s, the DPS could transition from full autocratic rule in the 1990s
to pro-Western competitive authoritarian rule. Through the government’s support for
Western policies, from toppling Milošević and Kosovo independence to NATO member-
ship, and a clear commitment to EU membership, it gained important external support
over the years. First, it was direct financial assistance and also recognition as a partner,
and later the leadership position in the EU accession process. After Croatian EU accession
in 2013, Montenegro was the only country with which the EU was in accession talks. Thus,
the country became important in keeping the accession process alive so shortcomings
were easily overlooked for the sake of expediency (Džankić 2014).

Above all, external legitimacy has been expressed in terms of formal advancement in
the EU accession process. The technical steps along the way – candidate status, the
opening of negotiations, the opening and closing of chapters – bestows legitimacy on
governments, as they (appear) to confirm EU-approval. Besides the EU, NATO is the
most important international organisation serving this purpose.

Bilateral ties, represented by state visits highlight external legitimacy and are important
features in election campaigns. For example, Aleksandar Vučić visited German Chancellor
Angela Merkel shortly prior to the election in April 2017 (Ernst 2017). The visit was given
considerable attention in Serbian media and after his first round victory, he publicly
thanked Merkel for meeting him so close to the elections (“Vučić” 2017).

Similarly, the electoral support of Austrian foreign minister Sebastian Kurz for the
VMRO-DPMNE in the days before the December 2016 elections was an important boost
(Marusic 2016). The daily Vest, supporting the ruling party, came out with the headline
“Leader of the largest European political party gives strong support for VMRO-DPMNE”
(“Liderot” 2016).

Importantly, all parties and their leaders began their rise to power as self-proclaimed
“reformers,” a position widely accepted and supported externally. From Nikola Gruevski
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to Milo Đukanović, and from Aleksandar Vučić to Milorad Dodik, all presented themselves
as pragmatic politicians who offered a break with the past. They thus attained power not
as radical candidates from the political margins, but with mainstream parties, connected to
European party families. All could thus rely on external support, at least initially, which in
turn reaffirmed their domestic position as reformers.

External legitimacy does not only serve to confirm popular support for EU integration
and ties to EU member states. It also enables the competitive authoritarian regimes to
undermine the opposition. If the government has received formal or de-facto recognition
from the EU or its member governments, this relativises criticism of autocratic rule. The
external legitimacy thus accorded to competitive authoritarian regimes can be termed
“stabilitocracy” (Bieber 2018). Of course, this dynamic is by no means specific to the
Western Balkans. Unlike elsewhere, however, the prospect for the countries of the
Western Balkans to be incorporated into the EU presupposed a normative transformation,
not relations based on stability at the price of democracy (Vachudova 2014).

2.3. “Crisis management”

An important pillar of competitive authoritarian regimes today is the management of
crisis. What is meant by “crisis management” is not so much the conventional understand-
ing of resolving or mitigating crises, as their creation and subsequent resolution. A number
of authors have noted the broader use of security crises by authoritarian regimes, includ-
ing competitive authoritarian ones (Snyder 2017; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018, 191–192), from
the Russian apartment bombings in 1999 facilitating Putin’s rise to power (Treisman 2011)
to the failed coup attempt in Turkey in 2016 that shifted Erdoğan’s rule to a competitive
authoritarian regime (Öktem and Akkoyunlu 2017). However, the Western Balkan cases of
such security crises are less intense than the 2016 coup attempt and the subsequent crack-
down and serve the more subtle function of highlighting (to Western actors) the impor-
tance of governments to ensuring stability and extending prolonged uncertainty
among citizens.

Today, in the Western Balkans wars are no longer a resource easily available to auto-
crats. As Gagnon (2004) and Gordy (1999) have convincingly argued, the regimes in
Croatia and Serbia used violence during the 1990s as a strategy to both legitimise them-
selves, and to delegitimise and demobilise the opposition. Such a strategic use of mass
violence was no longer as easily possible in the 2000s. First, the experience of the
1990s is still very fresh and has acted as an important break on support for violence.
Second, the use of violence would foreclose options and cost both external legitimacy
and domestic support. Third, unlike in the 1990s when the arsenals of the Yugoslav
army provided the resources to fight multiple wars, today, armies in the region are
small in size, partially integrated into NATO, and large stockpiles of weapons have been
destroyed in the past two decades.

Instead of instigating large-scale violence, we can instead observe the production of
crisis. These crises come in three types. One is a crisis that includes a threat against the
government and thus constitutes an opportunity to describe the opposition as traitors
and/or identify foreign enemies. The second is focused on interethnic relations and the
risk of renewed violence. The third is a crisis over bilateral relations with a neighbour
and the creation of tensions.
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There are plenty of examples for these three types. The first type of crisis includes the
supposed coups in Serbia in November 2015 (Radovanović 2015) and (a more real yet
largely unclear) coup attempt in Montenegro in October 2016 (Hopkins 2017; Bechev
2018). Type two includes the shoot-out in Kumanovo (Macedonia) in May 2015 during
the first wave of anti-government protests. The third type of crisis includes the “train inci-
dent”when Serbia sent a train with highly provocative markings (“Kosovo is Serbia” in mul-
tiple languages) to Mitrovica in January 2017 or the escalation between Serbia and Croatia
during the peak of the refugee flow in September 2015.

All these incidents involve multiple and complex layers of event with different actors
opting for escalation. It is often impossible to determine to what degree these incidents
are fabricated or merely opportunistically used. They take place amidst a media environ-
ment that regularly accuses foreign powers, minorities and opposition parties of seeking
the violent overthrow of the status quo, and many media loyal to governments talk of war
on a daily basis.

“Crisis management" – both allowing (or causing) these crises and their subsequent de-
escalation to occur – serves the function of supporting regimes’ legitimacy domestically
and internationally. Domestically, they underline the danger of international and external
threats and provide “extraordinary” circumstances that overshadow more mundane pro-
blems. They also serve the classic nationalist purposes of maintaining the threat of the
other, be it from foreign powers (state, or other actor) or a minority or opposition party
within. Second, they serve an important role externally as they highlight the external
threat to a government and thus can shore up support. The alleged coup in Montenegro
certainly helped to propel the ratification of the NATO accession as Western media could
present the government and country as an important bulwark against Russian interven-
tion in the Balkans. In addition, conflict resolution can serve to show state and government
capacity for resolving conflicts.

Crisis management thus fulfils an important function in the nature of competitive
authoritarian regimes. Their shadowy circumstances make a clear understanding of
what happened in each of these incidents difficult, but one can clearly observe the stra-
tegic use of crises by governments. The use of emergencies by governments is not
limited to non-democratic governments, but part of a larger pattern of “emergency poli-
tics” (White 2015).

2.4. Re-establishing a loyal media

One of the main pillars of democracy that emerged and thrived after 2000 was the
independent media. Private media, sometimes with foreign ownership, as well as efforts
to transform government-controlled media into public broadcasters, created fairly
vibrant media scenes in the region (Irion and Jušić 2014). Independent media such as
Radio B92 in Serbia or the weekly Feral Tribune in Croatia, had already emerged in the
region during 1990s, often with external support and under pressure from the
government.

This level of independence has considerably decreased over the past decade (Kmezić
and Bieber 2015; Vračić and Bino 2017). The transformation of government media into
independent public broadcasters became stalled across the region, as most state media
continue to favour the governments (Marko 2016). Among private media, lack of
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independence has been reflected in both the ownership structure, as well as the reporting.
Critical and independent media during the 1990s either folded, as Feral Tribune in Croatia,
or became largely uncritical through weak sales and the loss of their initial economic inde-
pendence (usually precarious and donor-supported), as the case in the Serbian media
group B92. Foreign media engagement in the region was strong in the 2000s, but follow-
ing the economic crisis and the general decline of print media, most have left the region
including, notably, the German WAZ group which was once strong in Serbia and Macedo-
nia. The more reputable external investors have been replaced with opaque ownership
structures.

Furthermore, the economic crisis resulted in a reduction in advertising revenues, after
which space was often filled by state advertising or advertising by companies under the
direct influence or pressure of the state, such as energy and telecom providers. In Mace-
donia three of the largest newspapers Utrinski vesnik, Dnevnik, and Vest were owned by a
company closely connected to the inner circle of former Prime Minister Gruevski (Cvet-
kovska, Jordanovska, and Apostolov 2014). These papers have been supportive of the
VMRO-DPMNE government and hostile to the opposition.

Governments benefit from being overrepresented in loyal media, both in terms of cov-
erage and content. Research during the Serbian presidential elections in March 2017
found that Aleksandar Vučić received more attention than all other candidates combined
in all main TV stations. In the popular private TV Pink Vučić received more than 88% of the
coverage for candidates, most of it overwhelmingly positive (“BIRODI” 2017).

Tabloid media close to the regimes also serve to attack the opposition, NGOs and other
media. The most prominent example is the Serbian tabloid Informer, which has regularly
engaged in hate speech at a level not seen in the region since the 1990s. It regularly
attacks other nations, uses ethnically denigrating terminology regularly (e.g. Balija for Bos-
niaks, Šiptari for Albanians), and accuses the opposition of attacking and undermining the
government. The paper regularly warns of imminent war or a coup.

In the 1990s influential media were still under state control and-or ownership, so the
channel of governmental influence was more direct than today. Today, we can note
that competitive authoritarian regimes rely on a combination of loyal media owned by
businesses with murky and convoluted ownership structures, economic pressure on inde-
pendent media and threats and censorship of journalists and media.8 Thus, control of the
media constitutes a central element of the competitive authoritarian regimes, albeit less
heavy handed than during the 1990s, with critical reporting in many cases available
only through online platforms.

2.5. State capture

In its annual report on Macedonia in 2016, the European Commission for the first time
used the term “state capture” to describe the institutions in an accession country
“affecting the functioning of democratic institutions and key areas of society” (EC 2016).
In early 2018, the European Commission extended the concept’s reach to all countries
of the Western Balkans in its new regional strategies to note that “the countries show
clear elements of state capture, including links with organised crime and corruption at
all levels of government and administration” (EC 2018, 3). This concept describes the
control of state resources for illicit purposes by a small elite in control of the state
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(Fazekas and Tóth 2016). The small elite is, in the case of the countries under discussion,
the leadership of the ruling parties.

This re-assertion of party control is articulated through the erosion of independent insti-
tutions, the penetration of state administration by party members and the use of informal
mechanisms to secure control. The establishment during the early 2000s of independent
institutions to comply with EU and Council of Europe requirements was a significant
advance. These included ombudspersons and other regulatory and consultative bodies
created with external support. In addition, considerable resources were invested in the
reform of the judiciary and strengthening parliaments to ensure a separation of powers
so these institutions could effectively oversee the work of governments. In comparison
to the 1990s this was a significant change. During the 1990s the judiciary remained sub-
ordinated to governments and parliaments were underfunded, serving mostly to rubber
stamp executive decisions or to make a mockery of democracy through polarising
debates without any discernible substance usually broadcast live on TV. While these insti-
tutions have survived, they have been beset by institutional uncertainty and usually
deprived of their independence.

The use of informality is often reflected in the exercise of power bypassing formal, legal
mechanisms (Pavlović 2016a). Thus, unlike more ideologically based competitive author-
itarian regimes in Hungary or Turkey, the governments of the Western Balkans have not
promoted constitutional change to institutionalise the new power relations. With EU
accession an important legitimising criteria, the weakness of ideology and an ability to
bypass formal decision-making structures, informal power trumps constitutional
changes (Djolai and Stratulat 2017). Informality also serves to subvert democratic pro-
cesses. Elections in the region are tainted by a variety of schemes to influence the
outcome through vote buying and pressure on vulnerable voters, especially those
employed by the state or receiving state benefits, such as pensioners (Marović and
Cvijić 2017). These dynamics came to light through the wire-tapping scandal in Macedo-
nia, which revealed not only direct pressure on the media, but the manipulation of election
results and the hiring of party members. Similar dynamics have been documented across
the Western Balkans (Cvejić 2016).

The main challenge is to determine the dividing line between clientelism and large-
scale corruption that is a feature of many societies and state capture which fundamentally
distorts the democratic process. The illicit nature of such practices makes such an assess-
ment difficult, except in cases where their scale emerges through investigations, court
cases and public disclosure. In regard to state capture, the mechanisms of rule are
similar to the 1990s. The main difference has been the active rollback in recent years
from (modest) advances towards rule of law made in the early 2000s. Thus, unlike
before, the countries continue having independent institutions, but their ability to act
as checks and balances are severely curtailed.

3. Conclusions

Competitive authoritarian regimes in the Western Balkans today and over the past decade
distinguish themselves from their precursors of the 1990s in terms of their strategic use of
ideology and legitimising strategies. Their governments are self-proclaimed centrists and
have sought inclusion in international party families, as well as Euro-Atlantic integration.
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The main protagonists took office as reformers, often with considerable Western political
and financial support. Over the duration of their rule, some, like Nikola Gruevski in Mace-
donia and Milorad Dodik in Republika Srpska have taken a strong nationalist position and
increasingly distanced themselves from Euro-Atlantic integration. Others, like Milo Đuka-
nović or Aleksandar Vučić have not.

The mechanisms of rule have also become subtler than during the 1990s. Media control
is exercised indirectly through favouring media that support the governments and often
act as their attack dogs. These private yet loyal media are often more effective and less
restrained than the still loyal public media. The use of crisis rather than war to build legiti-
macy at home and to play the role of crisis manager internationally also reflects the con-
straints regimes encounter in comparison to the 1990s.

A crucial distinction arising from these differences is the importance of external legiti-
macy for the regimes. Such external recognition is a consequence of broad voter support
for EU integration and other forms of cooperation with the EU, EU members and the
United States. This leverage continues to act as a considerable (Vachudova 2014), yet
diminishing, restraint on governments. It acts as a source of both voter demand and exter-
nal pressure. Yet, the very rise of competitive authoritarian regimes highlights the weak-
ness or limitations of this mechanism of restraint. As rulers seek and get external
recognition, in terms of formal advancement towards the EU, there is little restraint.

It is no surprise that the regime that has responded least to the external legitimacy
dynamic is Macedonia, which has been confronted with greater obstacles towards EU
accession than Serbia or Montenegro due to the Greek veto over the name issue.

An important feature linking competitive authoritarian experiences in the 1990s and in
more recent years is the democratisation efforts of the 2000s. While none of the countries
discussed here, except Croatia, could be considered a consolidated or liberal democracy
during the 2000s, it is tempting to downplay variation over time and just consider the
competitive authoritarian regimes of today an extension of the 1990s. However, the
2000s represented too strong a rupture to authoritarian rule in the Western Balkans to
be ignored.

This article has identified patterns of competitive authoritarian regimes in the last
decade, highlighting continuity and adaptation to the 1990s. Thus, the current regimes
are not the direct successors to earlier competitive authoritarian regimes, even if some
of the clientelistic networks in power today originate in the 1990s. Instead, they draw
on the interim democratic reforms of the early 2000s and respond to the demand of
their citizens for EU accession and the importance of securing external legitimacy.

The declining engagement of the EU in the Western Balkans and the crisis of EU acces-
sion have reduced the restraining and transformative effects of external actors. Incentives
to build a liberal democracy have given way to a new competitive authoritarian era. The
autocrats of the Western Balkans have used domestic, regional and international crises,
both real (such as the refugee flows) and constructed to gain external recognition and
refocus external support away from democratic consolidation to the promise of competi-
tive authoritarian stability.

Competitive authoritarian regimes are widespread well beyond the Western Balkans.
These include EU member states such as Hungary and Poland, as well as countries that
had similarly established more functional democratic structures earlier that have been
eroded (i.e. Turkey) or that never existed as such (i.e. Russia). The case of the Western
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Balkans highlights the importance of external legitimacy for such regimes. The competi-
tive authoritarian regimes discussed in this article received strategic public support
ranging from election rallies to visits with key EU member state officials prior to elections.
For governments who claim to seek EU accession and whose citizens support EU acces-
sion, such support is important to legitimise their rule and deflect criticism of undemo-
cratic practice. Whereas the EU appears to have recognised this challenge in the
European Commission strategy that pointed out state capture as a key regional
problem, EU officials continue to embrace the competitive autocratic regimes after the
strategy was released, including Donald Tusk, president of the European Council, describ-
ing Serbian president Aleksandar Vučić as his “soulmate” (Tusk 2018).

Beyond identifying the inability or unwillingness of EU institutions and key member
states to clearly identity the emergence of competitive authoritarian regimes, this article
seeks to argue for embedding the study of competitive authoritarian regimes more into
the international environment that might provide it with direct support and legitimacy,
as most cases have shown here. In addition, with a formal commitment to democracy
and Western orientation, the governments of the Western Balkans that sought to recon-
stitute their rule in a competitive authoritarian framework did so informally, maintaining
all established democratic and independent institutions. The centrality of informality
requires a more subtle research approach to varying regime types that explores the prac-
tice of government and explores the invisible and informal aspects to a greater extent.

Notes

1. The term Western Balkans reflects political expediency during the 2000s to encompass the
post-Yugoslav region and Albania, but not Slovenia, as it was part of the 2004 EU enlargement.
With the EU membership of Croatia in 2013, it is often no longer considered part of the
Western Balkans.

2. See Bertelsmann Transformation Index 2016 https://www.bti-project.org/de/index/, Econom-
ist Intelligence Unit, Democracy Index 2016: Revenge of the “deplorables”, http://pages.eiu.
com/rs/783-XMC-194/images/Democracy_Index_2016.pdf, Freedom House, Nations in
Transit 2016, https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FH_NIT2016_Final_FWeb.pdf

3. Levitsky and Way (2010) extensively discuss the role of Western leverage, tying it to intensity
of the linkages, yet explore less how Western support can also reinforce competitive author-
itarian regimes (43–54).

4. The post-Yugoslav region found some inclusion in the literature that has emerged since the
2000s on hybrid regimes and other forms of "qualified" democracies (Levitsky and Way
2010), again focusing on the 1990s.

5. The causes of their collapse and transformation have been explored in detail (Bunce and
Wolchik 2011; Spoerri 2014).

6. In an essay on authoritarianism in the Balkans, I have identified 10 principles. In this article, I
have condensed some and focused on others. Ten rules by a 21st-century Machiavelli for the
Balkan Prince, LSE Blog, 7 February 2015. Available at: http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/lsee/2015/02/07/
ten-rules-by-a-21st-century-machiavelli-for-the-balkan-prince/

7. It remains an associate member of the European People’s Party (EPP).
8. These are well-documented (see Human Rights Watch 2015; Lilyana 2017).
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