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“Sciences are never at war.” 

- Edward Jenner (In his letter to the National Institute of France)  





University of Sarajevo 
Faculty of Political science 
Master Thesis 

i 
 

Abbreviations 
 

BiH – Bosnia and Herzegovina 

CDC – Centre for Control of Diseases 

COVID-19 – Coronavirus disease 2019 is a contagious disease caused by severe acute respiratory 

syndrome (SARS-CoV-2). 

EMA – European Medicines Agency 

EU – European Union  

FBiH – Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

GAVI - (formerly the Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization) GAVI, the Vaccine 

Alliance, was founded in 2000 to bring together public and private sectors and their UNICEF and 

WHO partners with the shared goal of creating equal access to vaccines in developing countries. 

RS – Republika Srpska 

USA – United States of America 

WHO – World Health Organization  
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Abstract 
This master thesis examines how existing foreign policy discourses and frameworks played out 

through vaccine diplomacy and humanitarian relief efforts in the Western Balkans since countries 

of this geographic region applied different approaches in the vaccine procurement process. This 

thesis provides a comprehensive examination of Western Balkans’ vaccine diplomacy, vaccine 

procurement, and (re)shaping political discourses. Previous studies have examined the case of 

Serbia as a “regional miracle” during the COVID-19 pandemic or focused on single case studies. 

The thesis also examines which foreign actors engaged in the Western Balkans geopolitical arena 

with vaccines as a primary tool for an increase of soft power and if that engagement was motivated 

by liberal or realist ideas.  



University of Sarajevo 
Faculty of Political science 
Master Thesis 

1 
 

1. Introduction 
Vaccines, in general, represent one of humankind's greatest creations. In the last forty years, 

vaccines have shown remarkable ability to contain great plagues, eliminate diseases, and eradicate 

the effects of diseases such as smallpox and polio. However, in the modern, globalized world, 

vaccines represent not only a cure but also a tool of soft power that countries use to frame foreign 

policies and use as agents of conflict resolution.  

Since the COVID-19 outbreak, China experienced a reputational rollercoaster, garnering 

international sympathy because of its vaccine distribution and accusations of fanning the pandemic 

by silencing early reports. The United States of America initially made many promises to low- and 

middle-income countries to provide vaccines. It failed to deliver promised amounts of jabs. The 

Indian Ministry of Health and Family welfare claimed that India exported almost 60 million jabs 

to 74 countries worldwide till march 2021 (Ministry of Health and Family Welfare of India, 2021), 

while Russia had pledged to provide its vaccine globally. Shortly after the development of different 

vaccines, vaccine diplomacy transformed into a vaccine war in which Western countries prohibited 

entrance on their territory if the person was inoculated with Russian or Chinese vaccine. (Maričić, 

2021) 

This work is focused on the Western Balkans. I examine how different discourses and frameworks 

played out through vaccine diplomacy and COVID humanitarian relief in this region. Aside from 

that, the work explains how great powers viewed Western Balkans in terms of international 

relations and geopolitics. I demonstrate the interplay between international and regional politics 

through the way that vaccine diplomacy has played out in a comparative way between Serbia, 

Montenegro, and Bosnia and Herzegovina.  

In the second chapter, I present the theoretical background of the research and the justification of 

relevance from the political and social point of view, while the academic aspect of the research is 

presented in a separate section. 

The third chapter provides a detailed insight into the design of the research itself, which includes 

the subject, problem, scope and goal of the research (where the general and specific goals are 

separated and clearly defined) as well as into the methodological framework of the research itself 

and limitations of work that set certain standards of the work itself. Aside from that, expectations 
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regarding findings and political discourses of the analysed countries are presented. In addition, in 

the third chapter, current and relevant literature related to the topics of vaccine diplomacy in the 

Western Balkans and the foreign policy discourses of the countries in the Western Balkans are 

presented. I examine how the discourses and actions of regional politicians in the context of 4 ideal-

type attitudes of politicians (as defined by Vangeli) during COVID-19 regarding vaccine 

diplomacy, and which I bring in connection with major theories in international relations. 

In the fourth chapter, first, a historical review of the origin and development of vaccine diplomacy 

is provided, as well as an insight into how vaccine diplomacy became a foreign policy tool for 

realizing and increasing the soft power of the state that provides aid through the development of 

technology and globalization. In addition, each of the world's superpowers - China, Russia, the 

European Union (as a community of states) and the United States of America are individually 

presented to gain insight into how these countries sought to achieve their nation-branding through 

vaccine diplomacy during the COVID-19 pandemic. After that part, there follows a part concerning 

vaccine diplomacy in the context of the Western Balkans, where the events are arranged 

chronologically, and the political situation in the three countries of the Western Balkans - Serbia, 

Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina - is analysed. This part is of great importance, since it 

presents an overview of all the efforts of these three countries of the Western Balkans in the process 

of procuring vaccines and medical equipment, which is of great importance for understanding the 

overall situation regarding "vaccine diplomacy" in the Western Balkans. The individual, detailed 

presentation of countries is of exceptional importance for comparative analysis, and to the best of 

my knowledge it is also the first such academic work since previous works focused primarily on 

the case-study of Serbia with no or minimum effort to explain the situation in other countries 

The final chapter discusses and explains why certain political actions took place, as well as the 

consequences that led to the creation of new or changes to existing political discourses and 

narratives in the states on Western Balkans. This concluding chapter also focuses on the potential 

of disaster policy in the region in the future and examines some lessons learned. 
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2. Theory 

2.1. Justification of relevance 
Although vaccine diplomacy was a powerful political tool in the past, this topic would potentially 

not be interesting in the period of the 19th or 20th century, when pandemics could still be curbed 

and kept under control in a particular geographical area. However, accelerated globalization and 

more accessible travel from one country to another, as well as unhindered and often uncontrolled 

traffic of people and goods in duty-free zones, have led to the current health crises spreading much 

faster than before, and they are much harder to control. 

From the social point of view, this topic is vital because comparative analysis indicates which 

foreign policy approach of the states was the best in the new circumstances and provides an 

opportunity for other countries to apply the same or similar hybrid approach to pandemic 

prevention and spread. I believe that the forthcoming work provide benefits for decision-makers at 

the state or entity level and key officials at the subnational since the subnational levels have made 

their own decisions on existing measures to control the COVID-19 virus, depending on the number 

infected. Also, I believe that the proper implementation of ideas from existing work would greatly 

help and facilitate the work of health workers who were under the greatest pressure during the 

current pandemic. 

From the political point of view, it is more than interesting to examine how COVID-19 pandemics 

and COVAX ineligibility to handle the vaccine distribution in a proper way, especially among low 

and middle developed countries, influenced on and potentially shifted political narratives and 

political discourses among political elites inside those countries. 

While having gained considerable attention in academia, the media, and the political arena alike, 

the concept is still insufficiently elaborated in a number of its essential components and is in great 

need of further improvements. 

Although many articles in popular press and journals were published regarding vaccine diplomacy, 

no study, to the best of my knowledge, focused exclusively on the Western Balkans region and 

empirically analysed the motivations, consequences, and outcomes of COVID-19 vaccine 

diplomacy.  
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Due to all the above, I believe that the existing work significantly impacts both the social and 

scientific aspects, and since the topic is still relevant, its relevance and significance should not be 

questioned.  
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3. Research design and methodological framework 
The methodological framework identifies the objectives and subject of the research, the scope of 

the research, and the methods applied in conducting the research. The methodological framework 

aims to guide the analysis of relevant documents and literature, as well as research related to the 

foreign policy of the Western Balkans’ countries and vaccine policy in general.  

The subject of this research is the foreign policy of the three Western Balkans countries – Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, Montenegro, and Serbia in the context of vaccine procurement during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, but also the foreign policy of the world's "superpowers" in light of the 

distribution of vaccines and medical assistance to other countries focusing on the Western Balkans. 

The study includes a comparative overview of the policies and approaches used by the Western 

Balkan countries during the COVID-19 pandemic to procure vaccines and medical equipment. 

At the core of my analysis is a comparative policy and approach examination of the three countries 

of the Western Balkans regarding vaccine diplomacy and the provision of humanitarian aid to their 

inhabitants. In this way, it is possible to investigate which of the different approaches of the states 

was the most effective and whether the political discourses were based on real facts or had a 

propaganda character with the aim of increasing political popularity in the case of the Western 

Balkans, and soft power in case of world superpowers whose foreign policy based on vaccine 

diplomacy and humanitarian relief is thoroughly investigated. Aside from that, I am trying to 

investigate why Western Balkans countries had so many problems regarding vaccine procurement 

and if the situation could be improved if all the states had the same foreign policy approach or if 

countries acted as a group of countries on regional level with common foreign policy regarding 

“disaster diplomacy”. 

When we talk about the methodological approach that I use in the paper, it should be emphasized, 

and a clear distinction should be made between the methodological and epistemological approaches 

to the work. When we talk about the methodological part of the research of the forthcoming master 

thesis, in my approach to this paper I am using the mixed research method. Since the master's thesis 

includes a qualitative method, which is primary in this paper and which  includes analysis of 

existing content, analysis of articles and literature, desk review and interviews with some of the 

greatest experts in international cooperation, diplomacy, and decision-makers in various levels of 

government. On the other hand, the quantitative part of the paper is presented through descriptive 
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statistics of some of the most important aspects for this paper to present in a statistically relevant 

way the facts about the effectiveness of different forms of foreign policy discourses. 

On the other hand, in terms of the epistemological part, it is important to emphasize that this paper 

could represent a synergy of different epistemological approaches to research, but the dominant 

emphasis is on realism as an epistemological approach, as I  try to investigate how foreign policy 

of countries increases influence in the geostrategic extremely important region of the Western 

Balkans. However, in addition to realism, another epistemological approach to paperwork is a 

conventional-pragmatic epistemological approach to explore the maximization of the benefits that 

can be achieved through collaboration through vaccine diplomacy. When we talk about the subtype 

of the epistemological approach, the paper uses the empirical-positivist approach as a subtype of 

the realistic approach, since the paper is  based on previous research and measurable data that can 

be verified. 

To prepare the forthcoming paper, we used relevant academic literature of recent date and various 

relevant Internet sources that can contribute to the relevance of the work, as well as consultations 

with a mentor who was very important to me and helped keep my focus on the topic. Aside from 

that, I am presenting evidence gained through the use of mechanism for free access to information 

of public importance in Bosnia and Herzegovina (one document) and Serbia (two documents). I 

am also presenting some of the attitudes from professor Dragan Đukanović (Faculty of political 

sciences – University of Belgrade) and from professor and former Minister of foreign affairs of 

Monetnegro (2016-2020) Srđan Darmanović  (Faculty of political sciences – University of 

Montenegro) which I interviewed in process of writing of this master thesis. 

The biggest limitation is the lack of knowledge of Macedonian and Albanian language, which is 

why in the case of Albania, Kosovo and Northern Macedonia I would be forced to analyse only 

articles in English, which could lead to a misperception of the real situation and facts as I could not 

analyse domestic media. Another significant problem is the collection of official information by 

official institutions in the Western Balkans. During this research, an official request for access to 

information was sent to the Ministry of Health of Serbia and the Ministry of Health of Montenegro, 

as well as the Ministry of Civil Affairs of Bosnia and Herzegovina to try to obtain data necessary 

for descriptive statistics and comparative analysis of foreign policies in terms of procurement of 

vaccines against COVID-19 and medical equipment that is an integral part of the fight against the 
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pandemic and its prevention. Also, I am fully aware that many media in the Western Balkans are 

influenced by certain political parties, which is why they often take subjective views, because of 

which I am trying to limit information from these media and use information from them solely for 

references, so I could put certain events in a specific time frame. 

3.1. Research objectives 

3.1.1. General objective 

The overall general objective of the research is to identify the different forms of foreign policy and 

approaches used by the Western Balkans countries to provide vaccines and medical care to the 

population, as well as to offer recommendations for improving them to deal with future crises, 

taking into account relevant geopolitical criteria such as position of the state in international circles 

and geopolitical/geostrategic positioning in relation to world superpowers. 

3.1.2. Specific objectives 

Specific objectives of research are reflecting in following: 

 Comparative analysis of foreign policies frameworks and approaches of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Montenegro and Serbia  

 Suggestions for improvements of foreign and crisis policies for potential future crises 

 Analysis of results in terms of international cooperation with world superpowers 

 Analysis of results achieved through regional cooperation with other Western Balkans 

countries 

3.2. Scope of the research 
When it comes to the scope of research, the focus will be on the mezzo level as the focus will be 

on the Western Balkans region, while vaccine diplomacy and country branding through foreign 

policy reflected in vaccine diplomacy will be reflected at the macro level, since it will involve 

world superpowers from different parts of the world. Although the European Union is not a state, 

but a community of several independent and sovereign states, it will still be included in the analysis 

since the European Union is most often identified as the primary bearer of equality, civil liberties 

and as the primary provider of humanitarian and economic relief in countries covered by this 

research. 
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3.3. Expectations  
All Western Balkans countries opted in for Euro-Atlantic integration in the future, however, 

that process became much more fatiguing in the last fifteen years, and after the Thessaloniki 

agenda, almost no progress regarding integration into the EU was made by the Western Balkans 

countries.  

According to the official document by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, the main directions of the foreign policy will be reflected in cooperation with the 

European Union. At the same time, China and Russian Federation were seen exclusively as the 

guarantees of peace agreement with which bilateral relations should be improved on the 

bilateral level. However, during the COVID- 19 pandemic, except for Milorad Dodik, no 

politician in Bosnia and Herzegovina had the attitude of “active opportunity seeking” when it 

comes to medical assistance from these countries. However, due to pragmatism and political 

rationale, it should be expected that politicians in Bosnia and Herzegovina engage in 

cooperation and political talks with the European Union, but also with China and Russia to 

procure as many vaccines as possible. It should not be surprising if the internal political 

discourses of politicians in Bosnia and Herzegovina differ from the official foreign policy, 

especially regarding the political discourse of politicians in Republika Srpska. It should also be 

expected that political discourses in Republika Srpska will mirror the political discourses from 

Serbia due to the “brotherly relations” between the two actors. 

After gaining independence from Serbia, Montenegro opted for Euro-Atlantic integration and 

that attitude was significantly strengthened in 2017 when Montenegro became part of the 

NATO alliance. Because of that, I expect Montenegro will try to utilize all the forces to procure 

as much medical equipment and vaccines from the European Union and the United States of 

America, a global superpower that heads the NATO alliance. So far, China was engaged in 

Montenegro only in infrastructural projects, while Russia should not be expected to engage in 

dynamic relations with any NATO member state. Political discourses in Montenegro will 

probably not vary since there are still pro-Russian parties in Montenegro, but they are marginal, 

and their influence should be neglected. Compared to Bosnia and Herzegovina, it should not 

be expected that political discourses in Montenegro will mirror the political discourses of any 

other country since their foreign policy goals are clear and they do not experience such 

significant interference in external but also internal policy as Bosnia and Herzegovina does. 
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When it comes to Serbia, it should be expected that Serbia will continue with its “multi-stool 

politics” balancing between eastern partners and the European Union since this approach 

represents the legacy of the Former Socialist Republic of Yugoslavia which was one of the 

initiators of the non-alliance movement. Due to NATO bombings in 1999 and 2001, it should 

not be expected that Serbia will engage in dynamic relations with the United States, but it 

cannot be guaranteed due to the pragmatism of Serbian president Vučić. However, it should be 

expected that Serbia will discuss with China and Russia, with which it has more friendly 

relations than Bosnia and Herzegovina or Montenegro, which are recognized as strategic 

partners of Serbia. Serbia's political discourse should primarily focus on crisis management 

rather than opting for exclusive cooperation with any external actor, and it should not be 

expected that Serbia will copy any political discourse from other Western Balkans countries. 

Also, it should be expected that Serbia, a country with established soft power, will procure 

more vaccines than other countries from their traditionally friendly countries (China and 

Russia).  

In general, it should be expected that Serbia had the most favourable position of all the Western 

Balkans countries when procuring vaccines and medical aid since they have more manoeuvring 

space and already established soft power that they can utilize. Aside from that, I expect that 

focus of all the Western Balkans countries will be primarily on crisis management rather than 

on certain actors in foreign policy, but I cannot neglect the option that such a situation could be 

changed over time and that foreign policy actors could be placed in a primary focus. European 

Union should be the leading partner to all three countries in medical and financial terms. 

However, besides the European Union, USA, Russia and China, we could also see the 

interference of other foreign geopolitical actors who have already established their soft power 

in the Western Balkans –Turkey and the United Arab Emirates. 
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3.4.  Literature review 
It should be noted at the outset that the study at hand, by addressing its central research question, 

draws on a vast and highly interdisciplinary body of literature. The focal phenomenon of vaccine 

diplomacy in international relations and foreign policy discourses in the Western Balkans, thus, 

has been subject to extensive research.  

Vaccine diplomacy was never so significant, as it is in the last 3 years, from the 1950s when Albert 

Sabin and Jonas Salk collaborated to create a polio vaccine to prevent further spread of polio across 

both sides of the „Iron curtain“. Sporadic attempts to eradicate certain tropical diseases had a 

regional impact across the African Continent, in Latin America, the Middle East and Southern and 

South-eastern Asia. (Hotez, "Vaccine diplomacy": historical perspectives and future directions., 

2014) Hotez, renowned US paediatrician claimed in his several works that “vaccine diplomacy and 

its implementation on a proper way could be an important agent in process of conflict resolution, 

especially in frozen conflicts.” (Hotez, 2009) (Hotez, 2010) (Hotez, "Vaccine diplomacy": 

historical perspectives and future directions., 2014) 

However, the global reputation of COVID-19 led to the significant interest of „great powers“, but 

also emerging countries, that saw the pandemic as a part of their foreign policy to repair their 

reputation in international relations or to increase their power in certain geopolitical regions. 

Among such great powers, we could classify Russia, China, the United States of America and India, 

which competed to project influence through donations or loans of their home-grown vaccines to 

countries that have less access to vaccines, but also to countries that such great powers find 

strategically important in terms of international relations. (Ting Lee, Vaccine diplomacy: nation 

branding and China’s COVID-19 soft power play, 2021)  

Jaspreet Pannu and Michele Berry follow this argument and claim that „When vaccines were 

developed, world left the realm of scientific investigation and entered the realm of geopolitics.“ In 

their paper „The state inoculates: vaccines as soft power“ Berry and Pannu claims that „such 

behaviour is not precedent, since similar behaviour patterns could be seen in the past when vaccines 

have driven deep wedges into international agreements, especially when their benefits are 

perceived to be inequitable.“ Aside from this argument, Pannu and Berry argue that „Inequitable 

vaccine distribution, export controls and bans, backstage agreements and bad behaviour of high-

income countries have left low-income and middle-income countries vulnerable to political 

coercion. Because of that, and the fact that low-income countries are usually left at the end of the 

queue of vaccine distribution, there is a high risk that suspicion regarding exploitative nature of 
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international agreements and background interests of humanitarian relief will arise.“ (Pannu & 

Barry, 2021) 

Pannu and Berry connect foreign policy aspirations and vaccine diplomacy on cases of India, China 

and Russia and claim that „The inequity of global vaccine access has also turned vaccines into 

diplomatic bargaining chips, which China, India and Russia exploited to use access to their 

COVID-19 vaccines to „curry favour with friends and foes“.“ (Pannu & Barry, 2021) 

Although this approach presents a great improvement in comparison to hard-power political 

coercion of smaller countries, we have to bear in mind that there is still huge disbalance between 

countries with nationalist political agendas, such as Russia, China and India, which have more 

significant knowledge and resources, and low income countries which are in words of Pannu and 

Berry „facing worsening pandemic and which are tired of waiting for COVID-19 vaccine doses.“  

Another author who tried to examine relationship between vaccine diplomacy and soft power, on 

case study of Turkey, during COVID-19 pandemic was Birgül Demirtaş. Demirtaş argues that „The 

CoViD-19 pandemic has led to a resurgence of health diplomacy in international relations, 

especially when it comes to great powers and middle powers, which have provided different kinds 

of assistance to countries in need and utilized health diplomacy as an opportunity to construct, 

reconstruct or consolidate their role in regional and global politics.“ Demirtaş claims that „Turkey 

was no exception with its assertive and ambitious health diplomacy, of which the Balkans were 

central.“ What is interesting to emphasize is the fact that Demirtaş claims that Turkey was 

conducting significant efforts to gain soft power through vaccine diplomacy, although it was not 

ready to solve the problems in their own „backyard“. (Demirtaş, 2022)  

Support to such statement reflects in the fact that during the apex of CoViD-19 pandemic nearly 

every day, almost 30,000 Turkish people were infected with the virus, along with more than 200 

people losing their lives. (Worldometers.info, 2021) Simultaneously, Turkey had the sixth-highest 

number of cases in the world and was ranked 72nd out of 102 countries in its performance which 

was by far below the median. (Lowy Institute, 2022) Demirtaş claims that „The Balkans is a key 

region where Turkish decision-makers are trying to launch new initiatives and play facilitation 

roles. For historical, geographical and cultural reasons, the Balkans has grown as an important 

region on the Turkish foreign policy agenda.“ (Demirtaş, 2022) 
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Some of the authors examined how “mask diplomacy” of small states as a phase that preceded 

“vaccine diplomacy phase” influenced on it and shift of political narratives towards and nation 

branding of some states. Bier and Arceneaux have investigated how Vietnam, as one of the possibly 

next „Asian Tigers“ used COVID-19 to change the country image in international relations and 

how Vietnamese production of medical equipment and government's reaction on outbreak of 

COVID-19 changed the country image. In their text „Vietnam's “underdog” public diplomacy in 

the era of the COVID-19 pandemic“, they claim that „Soft power focuses on fostering a favourable 

country image and likeability. Few areas of diplomatic goodwill connect more with the 

humanitarian nature of international citizenship than medical assistance.“ (Bier & Arceneaux, 

2020) Throughout COVID-19 outbreak,  Vietnam worked with the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services and U.S.-based DuPont to expedite the production of 450,000 hazmat suits at a 

Hanoi facility. (U.S. Department for human and healt services, 2020) Dozens of firms across 

Vietnam are making 5.72 million surgical masks and 40,000 N95 masks per day. (Reuters Staff, 

Reuters, 2020) Others such as Vingroup are retooling to manufacture ventilators with a 55,000-

units-per-month goal. (Vu, 2020) Aside from that, in early February 2020, Vietnamese Deputy 

Foreign Minister To Anh Dung facilitated the donation of medical supplies to Wuhan, China. 

(Vietnam Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2020) Vietnam has since shipped supplies to the United 

States, France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Spain, Cambodia and Laos which resulted with 

praises of former US president Donald Trump, but also with higher media interests from 

international media organizations such as Reuters and The New York Times for Vietnamese 

foreign policy and economy. Such actions of Vietnamese Ministry of Foreign Affairs and domestic 

media helped shift image of Vietnam through hashtag #VietNamLeavesNoOneBehind indicate 

Vietnamese pride and gratitude for government security actions. (Bier & Arceneaux, 2020) 

Vietnam used COVID-19 in order to change its image of a country which was synonym for war 

toward a more likeable image of country that is proud and which show eagerness to be 

recommended as a „serious player“ in international relations as The Atlantic predicted in their 

article back in 2019. (Tatarski, 2019) 

Cuba, which in the past was seen as an isolated communist country, is now one of the favourite 

tourist destinations, but it has also become synonymous with good health care and educated doctors 

who throughout history have always been ready to intervene in crisis situations as after earthquake 

in Chile in 1960 and after Ebola outbreak in West Africa, but also during COVID-19 pandemic 
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outbreak. On the other hand, Vietnam used to be a country that was synonymous with the war 

destruction caused by the American invasion. However, lately, Vietnam is seen as a country that 

has huge potential for economic development, and many believe that this country will be the next 

"Asian Tiger". Although it would be too ambitious to say that Vietnam could threaten the regional 

hegemon in the field of soft power and public diplomacy - China, it should be noted that Vietnam 

took the opportunity to increase its soft power in foreign policy without affecting Chinese interests 

and in a way, it filled the gap created by the decline of China's soft power and image due to the 

concealment of evidence, human rights violations within its borders and the silencing of doctors 

who tried to report the COVID-19 virus. (Bier & Arceneaux, 2020) 

Historic example of Cuba, just as recent example of Vietnam shows good practice of inclusion of 

health-care diplomacy as an integral part of foreign policy of one country and how participation in 

humanitarian aids during crises can help in process of change of country image.  

The region of the Western Balkans is highly under researched when it comes to vaccine diplomacy 

and (re)shape of foreign policy discourses of Western Balkans countries. Just as is the case with 

vaccine diplomacy at the global level, most research is based on specific case-studies of countries 

that achieved extremely good or extremely bad results during the COVID-19 pandemic to 

investigate the causes of such events. 

In the region of the Western Balkans, the most researched country in the field of "vaccine 

diplomacy" was Serbia, which during most of the pandemic was a kind of regional miracle, and in 

the later stages, a regional patron who helped other countries of the Western Balkans in the process 

of immunizing citizens. Even the world's most important scholars in the field of "vaccine 

diplomacy", such as Peter J. Hotez, did not analyse the Western Balkan region after the outbreak 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, and so far sporadic efforts to investigate the "case-study of Serbia" 

have appeared in academic works. Because of this situation, the other countries of the Western 

Balkans - Albania, Kosovo, Northern Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro - have 

been largely neglected, and so far under researched. 

What makes it interesting to investigate this topic is the fact that of all the ruling parties in the 

Western Balkans, only one party in its statute has as a special foreign policy goal the strengthening 

of cooperation with Russia and China as external actors (Srpska Napredna Stranka, 2013), and that 
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is the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) led by Aleksandar Vučić, who has been balancing on two 

chairs for years regarding cooperation with the European Union's states and the European Union 

globally, but also with Russia and China, which is why he is often subject to criticism from the 

highest European officials. 

The absolute cornerstone of my research is work by Anastas Vangeli, since it is, to the best of my 

knowledge, the only paper that made comprehensive research of Western Balkans countries’ 

political discourses during the COVID-19 outbreak, but the limitation of his work is that he 

examined how political discourses toward China was (re)shaped, while other foreign policy actors, 

such as Russia, EU, USA or Turkey as country that have significant influence in the region, were 

neglected to the biggest extent. 

Anastas Vangeli in his text "Western Balkans Discourses on and positioning towards China during 

the COVID-19 pandemic" states that "political discourses in the Western Balkans during the 

COVID-19 pandemic went through 3 phases." According to him, “In the early, initial phase, the 

entire focus of the public in the Western Balkans was directed towards the outbreak of the pandemic 

in China, whereby the perception of China was extremely negative”. It is significant to point out 

the fact that, in addition to this phase, Anastas Vangeli separated two other phases, which in some 

cases merge into one, namely “Mask diplomacy” as the second phase, during which the great 

powers tried to provide, through geopolitical competition, what possible greater aid to the countries 

in the Western Balkans, and vaccine diplomacy as the third phase, during which the medical 

equipment that was in focus in the previous phase was replaced by vaccines that became the basic 

means of geopolitical competition. Vangeli’s main goal was to explore how the discourses in the 

Western Balkans have been (re)shaped by the COVID-19 pandemic, and how this has affected the 

position of Western Balkan countries vis-a-vis China. (Vangeli, 2021) 

Vangeli states that in the period from 2009 (after the economic crisis) to 2019, China grew into one 

of the most important external actors in the Western Balkans, and as a “Plan-B” partner of the 

countries in the region, which is why he focused on China as a foreign policy partner of countries 

in the Western Balkans. However, on the other hand, the countries of the Western Balkans are 

geostrategically very important for China, while they have been socialized in the 17+1 format of 

China’s foreign policy and present a vital part in the flagship “Belt and Road initiative”. He points 

out that “During the second phase of the pandemic, China was seen as an actor that can be 
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significant in terms of aid, but also as an actor that can bring additional issues, while during the 

third period of the pandemic, China was seen exclusively as a partner country that helps countries 

in the region in efforts to immunize the population against the COVID-19 virus.” Vangeli states 

that “During the COVID-19 pandemic, China became the only actor on the world level that did not 

face insecurities and problems regarding the spread of the pandemic on the domestic scene, which 

is why China could focus on its foreign policy and helping partners." (Vangeli, 2021) 

Vangeli brilliantly saw the fact that “the Western Balkan thinking on China is not solely an 

externally driven process. The dispositions, context and interests of local actors also determine the 

(re)positioning towards China. The discourses on and positions towards China are therefore the 

result of a complex dialogical process, which is informed through interactions between the various 

inputs – from China, from the West, and local ones. The fact why I consider Vangeli’s paper so 

important is the fact that he extricated four general ideal types of attitudes towards China in the 

pre-COVID-19 world:  

(1) active opportunity seeking – Pro-active participation in China-led initiatives, platitudes 

to Chinese leadership, advertising of cooperation 

(2) cautious opportunity utilization – Some participation in China-led initiatives, some 

cooperation, but without attracting too much attention 

(3) active alarmism – Voice criticism on China, link domestic with global debates  

(4) threat avoidance – Reduction of contact/interaction with China, but without making too 

much noise 

Since these four types are ideal types of attitudes towards China, Vangeli claim that „in practice, 

there have been blurred lines between the different positions. Moreover, while some actors like 

Serbia’s President Aleksandar Vučić can be easily classified as active opportunity seekers, others, 

like Montenegro’s former President Milo Đukanović have transitioned from active opportunity 

seekers to active alarmism.“ Aside from these politicians, I would emphasize that discourses of 

main politicians in Bosnia and Herzegovina regarding these emphasized attitudes are completely 

opposite, so Milorad Dodik’s attitude toward China could be seen as active opportunity seeking, 
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Dragan Čović’s attitude could be classified as cautious opportunity utilization, while Bakir 

Izetbegović and Šefik Džaferović’s attitude could be seen as „threat avoidance“. (Vangeli, 2021) 

Vangeli claims that during the initial phase“ the discourse of Western Balkans countries towards 

China took a full swing towards the „threat perspective“, due to the theories that virus escaped 

from a lab in Wuhan and similar conspiracy theories, but emphasizes that in Serbia, where the 

population is most friendly towards China, conspiracy theories that concern China are less popular 

than in other countries in the region and vice versa“. Aside from that, Vangeli refers to Human 

Rights Watch report for 2020 and claims that „xenophobic sentiments in the Western Balkans were 

perhaps less widespread and less conducive to harassment and violence as the discourse in some 

Western European countries or the US with more sizeable Chinese communities, and emphasizes 

that prejudices have been primarily manifested on the level of the popular discourse, but not among 

elites.“ This could be very important regarding the discourse (re)shaping towards China, since the 

ruling elites and politically influenced media have the biggest influence on shift of narratives and 

discourses toward any internal or external actor. (Vangeli, 2021) 

Aside from that, Vangeli argues that in initial phase, „Chinese efforts to fight outbreak of virus and 

their early response got praises from some of Western Balkans countries and their medical staff“, 

but also claims that „The overall picture was that the early stages of the pandemic did more damage 

than help China’s standing in the region, because of which Chinese ambassadors in the region, as 

in a number of other places around the world, embarked on a charm offensive to present the Chinese 

point of view in order to try to shift the negative discourse towards China“. This led to efforts 

during second phase which reflected in fact that China profiled itself as the largest (and at some 

point the only) provider of protective and other medical equipment (i.e. respiratory masks, 

protective gear, testing kits), and pharmaceuticals. (Vangeli, 2021) 

Dukovska claims that „The overall assessment of China’s role as assistance provider in mitigating 

the pandemic during this stage had both elements of “opportunity” and “threat.” A popular trope 

in the West was that China was taking advantage of the pandemic to advance its foreign policy 

agenda. Liberal media and civil society organizations in the Western Balkans echoed Western 

narratives about alleged Chinese disinformation campaigns and alleged ulterior motives behind the 

“mask diplomacy“, reinforcing a “threat” perspective of China in the region.“ (Dukovska, 2020) 
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Bayer et al. claim that „The threat narrative did not catch on in the Western Balkans as it did in 

other parts of Europe, since China’s help arrived as the Western Balkan countries struggled to 

overcome their shortages, at a time when there were no alternative suppliers and the EU had 

introduced a ban on medical equipment exports. (Bayer, Deutsch, Hanke Vela, & Tamma, 2020)  

Vangeli argues that “Although the threat narrative did not catch on as in other Western European 

countries, Western Balkans countries'' attitudes varied between the dramatic and by now widely 

known “Brother Xi” speech by Serbia’s President Aleksandar Vučić in which he also shamed the 

EU for the lack of solidarity getting the widest coverage and provoking reactions in the world press. 

In the other countries, however, gratitude towards China was accompanied with much more 

caution. Leaders have seemed to avoid following in the footsteps of Vučić and instead opted for 

keeping the relationship with China outside of the spotlight, thanking China in a formal, 

unspectacular manner.” (Vangeli, 2021) 

Tatalović claims that „Number of actors in Western Balkan societies were willing to cooperate 

with China, but, except for Vučić, they were unwilling to legitimize China as a game-changer in 

dealing with COVID-19. Interactions with insiders suggest that such an approach very much fits 

the spirit of the time: as both the US and the EU have sharpened their stance on China, by taking a 

“low profile” approach Western Balkan elites could avoid being targeted for selling out to China. 

Thus, for them, dealing with China during the COVID-19 pandemic posed the challenge of not 

weakening their own positions vis-a-vis Washington, Brussels, and other European capitals. “ 

(Tatalović, 2020) 

At the very end, Vangeli argues that during the third phase „Most Western Balkan leaders had 

either rejected or avoided making decisions on vaccines coming from China. However, faced with 

limited opportunities, by mid-February, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, and North 

Macedonia have all made pre-orders with Sinopharm, making the region a particularly important 

one for China’s healthcare diplomacy in general “. Although Vangeli's work presents the most 

comprehensive study regarding (re)shaping narratives and discourses of Western Balkans countries 

towards China during COVID-19 pandemic, the issues is that he solely focused on China, and his 

focus in Western Balkans was Serbia, while Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro were almost 

completely neglected from his research since he did not present if and how political narratives and 

discourses changed in these countries. However, we have to bear in mind the benefits of Vangeli's 
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research, since he has offered four general and ideal types of attitudes of countries towards China 

during the COVID-19 outbreak, which helps us to the great extent regarding positioning of 

countries in those clusters. (Vangeli, 2021) 

Similar to Vangeli, Schmidt and Džihić explored in their work “Vaccine diplomacy and 

enlargement fatigue: Why the EU must rethink its approach to the Western Balkans”, how Russia, 

China and United Arab Emirates as foreign actors on Western Balkans used the opportunity to 

increase their influence due to the newly made vulnerabilities caused by COVID-19 outbreak in 

the forementioned region. They claim that “in the European Union awareness is growing that 

although all the countries of in the region of Western Balkans decided to be part of Euro-Atlantic 

integrations, EU and the West are not the only available partners, because of which the vision of a 

free, democratic and truly European Balkans is no longer self-evident. (Schmidt & Džihić, 2021) 

Tzifakis and Prelec examined superpowers’ geopolitical competition in Western Balkans regarding 

“mask diplomacy” vaccine diplomacy and presented healthcare and medical aid as an instrument 

of soft power that is not necessarily employed to help those in greater need, since it is used to 

consolidate and expand influence over third countries”. Tzifakis and Prelec argue that “In the 

Western Balkans, although the EU has been the single largest health-assistance donor during the 

pandemic with assistance worth more than 3,3 billion Euros, the general impression in the Western 

Balkans is that the EU has reluctantly given too little and too late.” Authors argue that “EU actions 

demonstrated that Brussels has instinctively considered the region to fall outside of its area of main 

concern. EU assistance has arrived in response to appeals from Western Balkan leaders and 

following Chinese and Russian moves to win the “battle of narratives””. (Tsifakis & Prelec, 2021) 

Tzifakis and Prelec referred to Gledić et al. whose public opinion survey conducted in Serbia in 

September/October 2020 showed that only half of the respondents believed that the EU helped 

their country during the pandemic, whereas eight and seven out of ten Serb people respectively 

appreciated positively the corresponding Chinese and Russian health assistance. (Gledić, 

Turcsányi, Šimalčik, Kironská, & Sedláková, 2020) 

Tsifakis and Prelec examined Serbian tabloids articles regarding vaccination in order to examine 

if the medias could reshape the initially negative narrative of China regarding COVID-19. Similarly 

to Vangeli, Tsifakis and Prelec argue that “in second and third phase (defined by Vangeli), Beijing 

sought to improve its internationally tarnished image once it contained the spread of Covid-19 
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domestically. Crucially, it also perceived the pandemic as an opportunity to portray itself as a very 

efficient country in health management as well as an altruistic global leader in humanitarian 

assistance. Geopolitical games reflected in mask and vaccine diplomacy reflects in the fact that 

“China’s health diplomacy has targeted all Western Balkan countries except Kosovo, whose 

independence Beijing has not recognized with Serbia as a focal point in the Western Balkans.”  

Contrary to Vangeli who focused exclusively on China, Tsifakis and Prelec presented Russia as 

another foreign actor “Who has viewed the pandemic as another playing field on which it can 

advance its predefined political priorities. Contrary to China, its health diplomacy concentrated 

only on a few countries considered crucial for its foreign policy” They claim that “In the Western 

Balkans, Russia followed the pattern of rewarding friends and ignoring the needs of all other 

countries. Moscow sent assistance to Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), while it 

disregarded the problems (e.g. evacuation of citizens) of the two Western Balkan countries that 

have recently joined NATO, namely, Montenegro and North Macedonia, but also exploited any 

given opportunity to increase popular dissatisfaction with the West.” 

Authors argue that Russia and China had certain “strategic advantage” regarding achievement of 

their goals through vaccine diplomacy which is a consequence of the fact that “while Western 

powers were absorbed with the management of the crisis in their own territories, China and Russia 

were able to respond to international calls for help from third countries. In addition, when the first 

Western-manufactured vaccines came out, developed countries rushed to procure the bulk of doses 

that would be produced in early 2021. Hence, the Chinese and Russian vaccines have been (at the 

time of the study’s writing) the only vaccines on offer in the market to inoculate people in the rest 

of the world. Authors argue that potentially most important fact is that “contrary to the EU and the 

United States, China and Russia have run very aggressive public diplomacy campaigns throughout 

the entire researched period that, on the one hand, promoted their health management and vaccine 

efficiency and inflated the importance of their external acts of generosity and, on the other, 

denigrated the West and its corresponding efforts to contain the pandemic, manufacture safe and 

efficient vaccines, and offer health assistance abroad.” Opposite to Vangeli, Tsifakis and Prelec 

present only two stages of COVID-19 outbreak in the world (first phase encompasses both outbreak 

period and mask diplomacy period, while second phase is reflected in vaccine diplomacy). What 

is important to emphasize is the fact that Tsifakis and Prelec present and that is that “Foreign policy 
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discourses of Western Balkans countries became more positive and favorable towards China after 

the “vaccine diplomacy phase” although countries mostly procured or purchased vaccines instead 

of getting donations from China”. When it comes to Russia, Tsifakis and Prelec claim that “Russia 

moved quickly to offer health assistance to the region, placing particular emphasis on giving 

support to Serbia. Although Moscow delivered moderate quantities of medical supplies amounting 

to little more than symbolical gestures, it received plenty of credit: in part, due to their efficient 

public diplomacy policies and, in part, due to the way certain regional leaderships (predominantly, 

Aleksandar Vucic and Milorad Dodik) and their supportive media reported or positioned 

themselves in relation to external health assistance.”. (Tsifakis & Prelec, 2021)  

In her work “Vaccine diplomacy as a soft power tool for external powers in the Western Balkans”, 

Caterina Bonora argued that “Incomplete European integration status makes the region 

geopolitically important for external actors like China and Russia, which seek to gain influence on 

the European Borders.” Bonora analyzed “To which extent, due to weak or absent EU solidarity 

COVID-19 vaccines were used by state actors from within and without the Western Balkans as a 

soft power tool to increase their clout in the region.” However, interesting fact to emphasize which 

Bonora noted in his work is that “in the context of the Western Balkans, soft power is mostly 

associated with the attempts of non-EU external actors to gain clout in the region, whereas it is 

more rarely associated with the EU’s own efforts to shape domestic policies and institutions in the 

region in the framework of the highly institutionalized EU accession process.”. Similarly to 

previous authors, Bonora argues that “EU’s humanitarian and financial aid to Western Balkans was 

hesitant and late, because of which other non-EU external actors gained an opportunity to intervene, 

especially in Serbia, whose president Aleksandar Vučić openly criticized European solidarity after 

which he sent a public call for help to China”. Bonora concludes that “In comparison to the 

European Union, Russia and particularly China were swifter and, at least initially, more generous 

in their vaccine donations to the region, even if the Western Balkans are not direct neighbors for 

them. Especially in early 2021, the Western Balkan countries were left behind by a European Union 

who had already started a massive vaccination campaign for its own population, thereby conveying 

the message that the countries of the Western Balkans were, once again, only external partners and 

not really members of a tightly knit European community. This exclusive attitude has left space for 

more authoritarian powers like China and Russia to increase their soft power in the region by 

exploiting the highly emotional subject of vaccines.” (Bonora, 2022) 
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Isabelle Ioannides examined the influence of COVID-19 vaccines in terms of geopolitics in the 

Western Balkans, and similarly to previous authors claimed that “The ongoing coronavirus 

pandemic has given rise to geopolitical games linked to access to the Covid19 vaccines. The first 

impression may be that Russia and China have made strides in this area, especially in the Western 

Balkans. “ She argues that “the COVID-19 crisis has only accelerated geopolitical dynamics that 

were already in place before the pandemic. In the countries of the Western Balkans, in particular, 

China and Russia have been present in the past decade through major projects, investments and 

loans.” Although all the authors claim that “the hesitant and late medical and financial assistance 

from the European Union opened doors for other external actors in Western Balkans”, Ioannides 

defends EU to some extent and argues that “It would be wrong and misleading to claim that the 

European Union has been and is absent from the Western Balkans during these trying times. The 

EU has already mobilized funds amounting to €38 million for immediate support to the health 

sector in the Western Balkans and €70 million have been offered for the procurement of EU-

approved vaccines.” (Ioannides, 2021) 

Since official data from countries, European Commission and independent researches confirm 

these claims, we can conclude that the media, especially those medias under “fist of government” 

had immense  influence on (re)shaping political discourses toward external political actors, just as 

(Tsifakis & Prelec, 2021), (Bonora, 2022) and (Ioannides, 2021) argue in their works. 

Nikolaos Tzifakis, professor on department for political sciences on University of Peloponnese, 

examined as previous authors geopolitics of pandemic-related assistance to Western Balkans. 

Aside from China and Russia which were examined the most, professor Tzifakis examined the 

influence that Turkey had in these geopolitical games in Western Balkans as well. However, 

Tzifakis argues that “COVID-19 and mitigation of its effects have not brought any new external 

powers to Western Balkans. As previous authors, Tzifakis argues that “Brussels have failed to 

convey to the Western Balkans a message of genuine concern, while it has committed a series of 

policy errors including the serious mismanagement of vaccine delivery to the region. These 

mismanagement errors were used by regional leaders (Aleksandar Vučić and Milorad Dodik in 

case of China and Russia) and Edi Rama (in case of Turkey) to profile themselves as leaders who 

had the most significant importance regarding vaccine procurement in the region of Western 

Balkans. (Tzifakis, 2021) 
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4. Superpowers’ vaccine diplomacy 

4.1. Vaccine diplomacy as part of global health diplomacy  
As Bier and Arceneaux claim “Vaccines are often used as instruments of soft power and nation 

branding because they can help foster a favourable country image and likeability, as few areas of 

diplomatic goodwill connect more with the humanitarian nature of international citizenship than 

medical assistance”. (Bier & Arceneaux, 2020) Such definition classifies vaccine diplomacy as soft 

power or power of co-optation, which Nye described as “the ability to affect others to obtain the 

outcomes one wants through attraction rather than coercion or payment” (Nye J. , Public diplomacy 

and soft power, 2008) 

However, Kickbusch, Silberschmidt and Buss classified medical diplomacy in a more general type 

of diplomacy named global health diplomacy. According to their understanding, global health 

diplomacy could be defined as an “established area of study driven by a growing realization that 

an increasing range of health issues and their broad political, social, and economic implications 

now transcend national boundaries and require action on the global forces that determine the health 

of citizens”. (Kickbusch, Silberschmidt, & Buss, 2007) Similarly, as Kickbusch et.al, British 

diplomat Robert Cooper in 2003 claimed in his book “The breaking of nations. Order and chaos in 

the 21st century.” that “in the past, it was enough for a nation to look after itself, while today it is 

no longer sufficient” (Cooper, 2003) Despite being defined through the core concepts of 

interdependence, cooperation and mutual benefit,  the term global health diplomacy continues to 

convey different conceptual meanings.  

Aside from vaccine diplomacy, Hotez identified vaccine science diplomacy as a subset of vaccine 

diplomacy. According to Hotez, “Vaccine science diplomacy, representing hybrid characteristics 

of global health diplomacy and science diplomacy, refers to “the joint development of life-saving 

vaccines and related technologies, with the major actors typically scientists. In some instances, the 

scientists may come from two or more nations that are ideologically opposed or nations actively 

engaged in hostile actions.” (Hotez, "Vaccine diplomacy": historical perspectives and future 

directions., 2014) Vaccine science diplomacy is especially important in cases where all other forms 

of dialogue are blocked, which is why this form of cooperation between states in such cases is the 

only form of cooperation between two, ideologically opposed states. 
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Such understanding of global health diplomacy, in general, proved to be true once again during the 

COVID-19 outbreak since common goals made countries collaborate although they have different 

political systems and agendas.  

According to the data presented by Felix Richter (Richter, 2021), data specialist for “statista”, in 

2021, more than 11,2 billion vaccines were produced around the world and in the upcoming part 

we will discuss about main global superpowers who have the biggest share in vaccine production. 

China, the EU, Russia, and the United States are understood to be relevant global actors in 

today’s multipolar world. The sections below provide an overview of their vaccine diplomacy 

throughout the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic before delving into how the countries 

of the Western Balkans responded to this and utilized their own discourses in providing 

vaccines to their citizens.  

4.1.1. China 

To understand vaccine diplomacy that was implemented by China during COVID-19 outbreak, it 

is important to understand Chinese public diplomacy and how it changed during the years. As Li 

and Wong argue „The origins of modern-day Chinese public diplomacy can be traced to the 1950s. 

The Chinese classify public diplomacy based on political leadership. Under Mao Zedong, the 

country applied Civic Diplomacy in response to international isolation, focusing on official, semi-

official, and civilian exchanges“. (Li & Wong, 2018) Chinese public diplomacy additionally 

changed since 2010, when Hu Jintao and his successor Xi Jinping started new campaign of public 

diplomacy with main goal to rebrand China and its role on a world stage. In 2013, Xi Jinping 

presented the idea of „Chinese Dream“ – idea associated with the wish for a better life for all people 

in China’s neighbouring countries and potential regional development prospects through the idea 

of “a community of shared future for mankind”. (people.com.cn, 2013) Just a year later, in 2014, 

Xi Jinping held a speech in national congress of Brazil, where he said that „The goal of public 

diplomacy is to communicate the China Dream to the international community by highlighting 

Chinese characteristics and striving for worldwide understanding and support. The focus is on 

“explaining China to the world”. (Jinping, 2014) 

As Ting-Lee argues, „Although China’s public diplomacy has been influenced by American and 

European theories and models from the very beginning, the “China Model” of public diplomacy 

has evolved through distinct Chinese characteristics including emphases on ideological leadership, 
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cultural self-confidence, cultural and people-to-people exchanges, and the provision of public 

goods for the international community.“ (Ting Lee, Vaccine diplomacy: nation branding and 

China’s COVID-19 soft power play, 2021)  

Because of that, Zhao (Zhao, 2019) and Yang (Yang, 2020) claim that „Chinese public diplomacy 

is unique“ which reflects in fact that „China’s model of public diplomacy is characterized by a 

centralization of power in the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Central Committee, and a 

management approach featuring cultural—rather than institutional—coordination“. In his text 

„The China model of public diplomacy and its future“, Zhao argues that „The power structure is 

based on a system of “party-led” diplomacy with the CCP’s Central Foreign Affairs Leading 

(Small) Group coordinating all diplomatic matters. This is different from the case in most countries, 

where foreign ministries are the most important state actors in public diplomacy.“ He claims that 

„although several other institutional and non-institutional actors such as ministries, academies, 

NGOs, oversea Chinese communities and friendship associations are included in diplomacy, they 

don't have legal basis to act as the specialized agency for public diplomacy.“ (Zhao, 2019) 

Lately, Chinese public diplomacy was strongly dominated by soft power play and cultural 

projection. According to Krasnyak, during pre-COVID era of Jintao and later Jinping, China was 

spending more than $10 billion a year in a soft power push to focus on academic exchanges and 

promotion of language and culture. (Krasnyak, 2018) 

In his text for „The Guardian“, Michael Safi argues that „China's vaccine diplomacy was not any 

different from their regular public diplomacy, as state-led engagement has dominated the 

production, marketing and distribution of COVID-19 vaccines. Safi mentioned example of Serbia, 

since in Serbia, as one of the many recipients of China’s Sinopharm doses, China sent its 

ambassador to Serbia to the airport in a glitzy ceremony celebrating the arrival of the vaccine. In 

contrast, the U.S., the U.K., and other European states “preferred to let pharmaceutical companies 

take the spotlight, and largely allowed them to decide where vaccines go and in what quantities.” 

(Safi, 2021) 

Chinese reputational rollercoaster resulted with fall from fifth place in global soft power index in 

2020 to eight place in 2021. Even though the authorities addressed the crisis very effectively and 

China was one of only a few countries around the world to have got the epidemic under control 
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and to register positive GDP growth at the end of 2020. As Ting Lee noticed China's poorer 

performance was probably impacted by the global media coverage of COVID-19 cases in city of 

Wuhan, just as with understanding that Chinese officials made maximum effort to hide the 

evidence of virus outbreak from Wuhan laboratory. Although China fell in most of the areas that 

influence global soft power index, China, just as Russia saw improved scores in areas of education 

and science since both of these two authoritarian countries developed their own COVID-19 

vaccines and distributed them throughout the world.  (Ting Lee, Vaccine diplomacy: nation 

branding and China’s COVID-19 soft power play, 2021) 

However, to answer on this reputational decrease, China, as the world biggest manufacturer of 

vaccines (China manufactured 4 types of vaccines: Sinovac, Sinopharm, CanSino and AstraZeneca 

with share of 33% of all the manufactured vaccines around the world) used the situation where 

Chinese officials held virus under control domestically and exported around 62% of all the 

manufactured vaccines. (Lawler, 2021) However, as Song noticed “there were a lot of issues 

regarding verification of Chinese data of vaccine export.” (Song, 2021) 

Wu and Gelineau claim that “China’s COVID-19 vaccine diplomacy was motivated in part by its 

determination to transform itself from an object of mistrust over its initial mishandling of the 

COVID-19 outbreak to a saviour as part of a broader strategy of reputational damage repair or an 

image makeover—both at home and in the world. This approach entails reframing its image as the 

country that accelerated the virus’ spread through cover-ups to that of the magnanimous global 

power offering leadership at a time of international leadership disarray.“ (Wu & Gelineau, Chinese 

vaccines sweep much of the world, despite concerns, 2021) 

Silver, Devlin and Huang in their paper „Unfavourable views of China reach historic highs in many 

countries” presented the fact that “Pew Centre survey of 14,276 adults in the 14 advanced countries 

(Belgium, Japan, Italy, Denmark, France, Australia, Germany, the U.K., the U.S., the Netherlands, 

Canada, Spain, Sweden, and South Korea) showed that China and the U.S. gathered unfavourable 

views at or near historic highs in the Canter’s 12 years of polling on the issue“. Although China 

did a good job when it comes to handling the virus domestically, Silver et.al. claim that „China’s 

poor handling of COVID-10 appeared to be central to its record unpopularity. A median of 61% of 

respondents across all 14 countries polled said China had done a bad job dealing with COVID-19, 

worse in every case than their own country and global bodies such as the WHO. China’s COVID-
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19 failure was also reflected in the way people in these countries perceived Chinese President Xi. 

A median of 78% had no confidence in Xi’s ability “to do the right thing in world affairs” (Silver, 

Devlin, & Huang, 2020) 

In their report for 2020, IPSOS presented data about nation branding based on Anholt-GfK index. 

As it was the case with global soft power index, in the latest Anholt-GfK Nation Brands Index for 

2020 China, whose reputation remained stable at 23rd place over the past four years, saw an overall 

rank decline of 12 positions from 23rd place last year to 35th place. China’s ranking declined across 

multiple categories this year—particularly in Governance, People, Tourism, and Immigration 

Investment. (McGrath & Parkas, 2020) 

However, since USA retrieved from international diplomacy under Trump’s administration and 

prioritized inoculation of domestic population, China saw this as an opportunity to fulfil the vaccine 

diplomacy vacuum and in geopolitical terms. China presented itself as a country that tends to 

achieve a widespread of vaccines among low- and middle-income countries in order to achieve 

global population immunity. Such Chinese plan was boosted with the fact that wealthy nations 

have pre ordered and secured billions of doses before COVID-19 vaccines were even approved.  

Ting Lee presented the fact that by the end of 2020, Canada ordered 338 million doses, enough to 

vaccinate its population four times over. The U.K. secured three times what it needed to inoculate 

its citizens. As of February 2021, 56% of COVID-19 vaccines have been purchased by high-income 

countries, who represent 16% of the global population. (Ting Lee, Vaccine diplomacy: nation 

branding and China’s COVID-19 soft power play, 2021) As of February 2021, the UN have found 

out that 10 countries received around 80% of produced vaccines and described this as a 

“Catastrophic moral failure”. (United Nations, United Nations, 2021)  

These huge disparities and pricey western vaccines left low- and middle-income countries with 

limited choice when it comes to vaccines. Aside from that, western vaccine producers struggled to 

fulfil all the orders and China used that opportunity to gain political points in numerous countries 

around the world. Wu and Gelineau emphasized the example of Chile and claim that “when its 

vaccination program began in late December 2020, only 150,000 of the 10 million Pfizer doses 

ordered arrived. China swooped in offering four million Sinovac doses in late January helping the 
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South American country to reach the fifth highest vaccination rate per capita in the world by March 

2020, according to Oxford University’s vaccination tracker.“ (Wu & Gelineau, CP24, 2021)  

As it was the case with Russia, China had no problems regarding explanation to domestic 

population why they exported vaccines even before they distributed them on domicile ground. On 

the other hand, Safi explained that in comparison to China, western democracies used vaccines in 

order to inoculate their domestic population and to supply multilateral vaccine mechanisms such 

as COVAX which led to development of phenomena of the „vaccine nationalism“. (Safi, 2021) 

However, as French president Emanuel Macron noticed that vaccine nationalism and vaccine 

rollout to rich countries led to acceleration of global inequality and paved the way for war on 

influence over vaccines in which Russia and China already implemented their tactics. (Doherty, 

Hurst, & Lyons, 2021) (Huang, Foreign Affairs, 2021) 

Another advantage of China was the fact that their vaccines are based on inactivated virus, do have 

a factual edge or substance, and as such, they do not require cold storage infrastructure for 

distribution. Thus, as Hu (Hu, 2020) and McGregor (McGregor, 2020) emphasize “Chinese 

vaccines were particularly appealing to many developing countries, daunted by the challenges of 

importing and transporting the mRNA vaccines of Pfizer and Moderna that require sub-zero 

facilities.” The competitiveness of COVID-19 vaccines provides a space for vaccine diplomacy. 

Chinese State media emphasized how African and some Latin American states prefer Chinese 

inactivated vaccines, due to their competitive costs and easier logistics considering tropical heat, 

distance, and scarcity of ultra-cold freezers. (Hu, 2020) Similarly, in December 2020, Indonesian 

officials claimed that they cannot use Pfizer vaccine given the logistical challenges during their 

distribution which led to procurement of 4 million doses of Chinese Sinovac vaccine. (Byrne, 2021) 

Even president Xi Jinping claimed several times that Chinese vaccines will be global public good 

and that they will represent Chinese contribution in process of ensuring vaccine accessibility and 

affordability in developing countries.“ (Wheaton, 2020) Aside from that, president Jinping 

emphasized that international vaccine distribution is part of Chinese vision of a „shared future for 

the people of the world to work as one”. Although Chinese actions could be understood as a 

manoeuvres of nation image repair, Beijing studiously rejected any connection between the export 

of its vaccines and its image. Speaking in Moscow in March 2020, China’s foreign minister Wang 
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Yi said that „it was hypocritical of critics to suggest China was scheming to conduct some kind of 

vaccine diplomacy.“ (Doherty, Hurst, & Lyons, 2021) 

Although China made numerous bilateral deals with other countries when it comes to vaccine 

distribution, accusations regarding use of vaccines to gain influence made Chinese officials to look 

in a different way, Because of that, China joined COVAX system in October 2020 and promised 

to provide more than two billion doses of vaccines to the most vulnerable people and health 

workers, especially in developing and poor countries. (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s 

Republic of China, 2020) 

During their campaign of vaccine diplomacy, Chinese officials emphasized multiple times that 

Chinese vaccine diplomacy is based on altruistic and civic virtue values, it did not look like that 

since most of the vaccines were sold. Karaskova and Blablova noticed this and claimed that 

„China’s vaccine diplomacy adheres to a mixed model of business and politics, as doses are “used 

as a tool, to reinforce established relations and capitalize on new opportunities”. (Karaskova & 

Blablova, 2021) 

Data compiled by Blablova and Karaskova shows that the main distribution method of Chinese 

vaccines were not donations but purchases of other countries. According to their data, number of 

purchased vaccines of Bosnia and Herzegovina is not known, Montenegro received donation of 30 

000 Sinopharm vaccines, while Serbia purchased two million vaccines. (Karaskova & Blablova, 

2021) 

According to Ting Lee (2021), less than 2% of all the Chinese vaccines were in fact free, since out 

of 656 million doses distributed around the world, only 8,6 million doses (1,31%) were in fact free 

(distributed through donations). What is interesting to emphasize is the fact that according to data 

presented by Beaubien (Beaubien, npr.org, 2021) and Liu (Liu, 2020), Chinese vaccines were not 

cheaper in comparison to other vaccines and their price ranged from 18,50$ to 72,50$ depending 

from country to country and by period of procurement.  

Chinese political business model was effective because China at the very beginning was ready to 

distribute free samples which led to bigger purchases as it was the case with Philippines and Iraq. 

Aside from that, Hu emphasizes the fact that Chinese officials did not target countries in which 

Western influence was stronger since China tend to avoid competition with Moderna and Pfizer 
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but pushed strong regional campaign which led that nine out of ten ASEAN countries (all except 

Vietnam) procure Chinese vaccines.  

China’s vaccine diplomacy is a continuation of its brand building since before the outbreak of 

COVID-19, as Fauci claims, „China had an active health diplomacy program in Africa aimed at 

“winning the hearts and minds of people in poor countries by exporting medical care, expertise and 

personnel to help those who need it most”“. (Fauci, 2007)  

According to Chinese State Council Information Office, Chinese actions during COVID-19 present 

the continuation of previous health diplomacy effort that China conducted in Africa. During the 

2014 Ebola epidemic, (Benabdallah, 2021) China mobilized domestic and international resources 

and carried out health diplomacy campaigns in Sierra Leone, Liberia, Guinea, and Ghana including 

sending medical supplies and personnel, and financial donations. In addition, China also engaged 

local communities through medical training, research exchanges, and cultural events. (KUNDOC, 

2017) Chinese success was not only visible in Africa, but also in South America, where all the 

countries except Suriname and French Guiana decided to procure Chinese vaccines in order to try 

to fight back outbreak of COVID-19. Chinese efforts to export vaccines on this continent were 

severely eased after Brazil opted to start trial Sinovac inoculation in July 2020, which marked the 

earliest Chinese vaccine trial outside China. After success trial, Brazilian officials decided to start 

the domestic production of Sinovac vaccine. (Cohen, 2020) 

China quickly became the main supplier for states such as Brazil, Turkey, Argentina, Mexico, Iran, 

Iraq and many others across the globe.  In December 2020, Egypt became one of the first countries 

to officially recognize and implement the inoculation process with Sinopharm and at that point, it 

seemed that Chinese vaccines sweep the World despite concerns of Western governments. 

(Gelineau & Huizhong, 2021) Till March 2021, Beijing has distributed millions of free doses to 

almost 70 countries and commercially exported many more to 28 other countries. (Huang, Foreign 

Affairs, 2021)  

Ting Lee claims that “The destinations of Chinese vaccines are consistent with Beijing’s public 

diplomacy efforts including development aid and business activities since the mid-1990s that have 

focused on Asia, Africa, and Latin America—areas sometimes neglected or deliberately isolated, 
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because of their repressive regimes, by the U.S. and Europe.” (Ting Lee, Vaccine diplomacy: 

nation branding and China’s COVID-19 soft power play, 2021) 

In April 2020, simultaneously with its vaccine diplomacy, China also worked on the distribution 

of masks, tests, and other supporting medical material, especially in countries that were part of the 

"New Health Silk Road" but also geostrategic important countries such as Serbia as their main ally 

in Western Balkans. In their work, Lancaster and Rubin argue that “China has done this with the 

goal of positioning itself as a global world leader in healthcare.” (Lancaster & Rubin, 2020) Huang 

also saw such Chinese geopolitical intentions, pointing out in his article that concerns were growing 

in the "Western world" about the possibility that Chinese vaccines would positively affect China's 

popularity in donor countries and their more positive geostrategic position towards China. (Huang, 

Foreign Affairs, 2021) 

Such Chinese vaccine diplomacy actions led to positive image rebranding which is visible from 

analysis of social media where 69,7% of posts suggested mostly favourable nation brand for China, 

but also from analysis of media where sentiment analysis of the 57,866 texts showed mostly 

positive sentiments about China’s vaccine diplomacy with 71.3% of texts showing positive 

mentions. (Ting Lee, Vaccine diplomacy: nation branding and China’s COVID-19 soft power play, 

2021)  

As it was the case with Russian vaccine Sputnik-V, most of the EU countries have resisted to use 

of Chinese vaccines, while some eastern and south-eastern European countries such as Serbia, 

Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Ukraine, Belarus, North Macedonia procured Chinese 

vaccines to start inoculation of their general population. (Ting Lee, Vaccine diplomacy: nation 

branding and China’s COVID-19 soft power play, 2021) In February 2021, Hungary became the 

first EU country that started inoculation of their general population with Chinese Sinopharm 

(Reuters Staff, Reuters, 2021) and shortly after sent letter of intent to produce Chinese vaccines 

(Reuters, Reuters, 2021) while Czech Republic followed their lead shortly after. (Lau, 2021) 

Till today, official data regarding procurement of Chinese vaccines by Western Balkans countries 

vary, but according to all the pieces of information that I gathered, estimates are that Serbia 

purchased slightly less than two and a half million vaccines, Bosnia and Herzegovina purchased 

more than six hundred thousand vaccines (Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina about five 
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hundred thousand vaccines and Republika Srpska about one hundred and thirty thousand vaccines), 

while Montenegro purchased two hundred thousand vaccines and got donation of thirty thousand 

more.  

4.1.2. European Union 

Since the beginning of the pandemic, the European Union, as a community of independent states, 

has exported more than two billion vaccines to 167 different countries, primarily to the countries 

of Asia and the Pacific, and then to Africa, North, Central and South America and Europe. 

(European Commission, Export of COVID-19 vaccines from the EU, 2022) 

It is interesting to point out that although 11 vaccines (only 5 of those 11 in the EU (EUROPEAN 

VACCINATION INFORMATION PORTAL, 2022)) have been approved for emergency use 

listing (EUL) by the World Health Organization, no manufacturer is from any of the European 

Union countries. (World Health Organization, World Health Organization, 2022) However, in 7 

countries of the European Union (Bulgaria, Denmark, Germany, France, Italy, the Netherlands and 

Sweden) vaccines produced by the EU have been produced under the license of one of the 

manufacturers whose vaccines are listed on the EUL. (World Health Organization, World Health 

Organization, n.d.) 

At the very beginning of the pandemic, European Union officials as well as representatives of the 

Member States received a great deal of criticism at their own expense and at the expense of vaccine 

nationalism, as many felt that such behaviour was not in line with European Union values. increases 

inequality in the world between the rich "Western world" and developing countries. On May 6, 

2021, the President of the European Commission - Ursula Von der Leyen said that by that time the 

European Union had exported more than 350 million vaccines, which was equivalent to China, 

which began exporting vaccines earlier. (Innovations in healthcare, 2021) However, official reports 

from the European Union's trade sector indicate that most vaccines were exported at the time to 

highly developed countries such as Japan, Canada, United States and the United Kingdom. 

(European Commission, Export of COVID-19 vaccines from the EU, 2022) (McCarthy, 2021) 

However, lower and middle income countries had a relatively small share in such distribution of 

vaccines. Such claims are evidenced by the fact, which Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi pointed 

out at the health summit in Rome: “More than 1.5 billion vaccines have been used in over 180 

countries. of the world, of which only 0.3% was applied in poor countries while the share of rich 
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countries in the distribution of vaccines was more than 85%. “ (Governo Italiano Presidenza del 

Consiglio dei Ministri, 2021) 

Due to this situation, European officials at the summit of European leaders on May 25, 2021 in 

Brussels pointed out that the European Union will donate more than 100 million doses to poor 

countries by the end of 2021, primarily in Africa, Asia and Latin America. (Associated Press, 2021) 

In addition, the European Union provided €41,000,000.00 in assistance to the aforementioned 

regions, of which €31,000,000.00 (75.61%) was intended for the procurement of vaccines and 

medical equipment in these areas, while €10,000,000.00 was intended to be used by the United 

Nations Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF). (European Commission, European Commission, 

2021) 

The European Union soon began donating large contingents of vaccines, protective equipment, but 

also technical and logistical material to developing countries to cope with the COVID-19 pandemic 

and overcome any problems that may arise due to lack of technical transport equipment. and 

vaccine storage in a best possible way. In addition, the European Union, after the initial interruption 

in air traffic after the pandemic, fully opened its airspace for the transport of humanitarian aid and 

medical personnel. From May 2021 to February 2022, the European Union donated over 1,150 tons 

humanitarian aid in the 20 least developed countries in Africa and Asia. (European Commission, 

European Commission, n.d.) 

The European Union donations also included the countries of the Western Balkans, which received 

about 70,000,000.00 Euros for vaccine procurement in December 2020 and 4.7 million vaccines 

from the European Union, while through the COVAX system they received almost 2.8 million 

vaccines, which makes a total of 7.5 million vaccines from the European Union. In addition, the 

European Union, in cooperation with the World Health Organization, has launched a project to 

raise readiness for vaccination and the purchase of technical equipment in the Western Balkans 

worth a total of $7,000,000.00, but there is no specific information how that money was split among 

countries in the Western Balkans. (European Commission, European Commission, n.d.) 

European Union delegations to Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro and Serbia throughout the 

pandemics were updating the official data regarding EU help to these countries. According to 

official data, Serbia received more than twenty-seven million euros from the EU to procure 
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vaccines, while the total amount of financial donations from EU to Serbia exceeded two hundred 

million euros. (European Union Delegation to Serbia, n.d.) Official data for Bosnia and 

Herzegovina shows that the EU and its member states donated more than million and three hundred 

thousand vaccines to Bosnia and Herzegovina, while Bosnia and Herzegovina through COVAX 

system received two hundred and thirty two thousand vaccines. (europa.ba, 2021) When it comes 

to Montenegro, this country received more than one hundred and thirteen million euros from the 

EU, while more than two hundred and forty thousand vaccines were donated to Montenegro as part 

of EU vaccine sharing mechanism. (eu.me, 2021) 

4.1.3. Russia 

When Russia developed a vaccine against COVID-19 it prioritized exporting it to dozens of other 

countries at the expense of its people. Russia very quickly announced that it was developing a 

vaccine against the coronavirus and the sheer speed at which Russian scientists have been able to 

develop this vaccine has raised a lot of questions in scientific communities across the world and 

there was deeply rooted scepticism regarding vaccines success given the disorganized state of 

Russian science. (Foltynova, 2021) (Stronski, 2021) By the middle of the year, Gamaleya research 

institute had announced a new, efficient Russian vaccine “Sputnik”. The vaccine is 91.4% effective 

according to the manufacturer (Sputnik Vaccine, 2020) and because of it, the vaccine got 

emergency clearance in dozens of countries around the world.  

However, if we look at the history of Soviet vaccine science, such accomplishment is less of a 

surprise, since, in the aftermath of World War 1, the Soviet Union encountered a lot of diseases 

throughout its territory and succeeded to handle them in a way that was efficient only to some 

extent. As Andrew Kramer claims “Bubonic plague, which the Soviet Union encountered in the 

1920s came as the ghost from the Middle Ages”. This made the Soviet Union begin more 

significant research and development of the vaccines and by the end of the decade, the Soviet Union 

became world leader when it comes to virology and vaccine development. (Kramer, The New York 

Times, 2020) 

The gap between the Soviet Union and the USA in comparison to other countries became even 

larger coming out of World War 2 when the real concern at the end of the 1940s was Polio, both 

in the United States and in the Soviet Union. Shortly after the end of World War 2, in USA Polio 

was proclaimed as “Killer of the children” (Beaubien, npr.org, 2012) and spread rapidly across 
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both Soviet Union and the United States. By the mid-1950s, the Soviet Union was reporting more 

than 22000 Polio cases per year which were one-third of cases in the United States. (The New York 

Times, 2021)  

According to Anda Baicus professor at Carol Davila University of Medicine and Pharmacy, first 

Polio vaccination efforts were conducted in the United States of America with killed, inactivated 

Polio virus, but the used batch of a Polio vaccine infected more than a hundred children in the USA 

and killed some of them. (Baicus, 2012) In a podcast with Sabrina Tavernice, Kramer claims that 

such a situation created a lot of scepticism toward vaccines among the US population who argued 

that other, more modern ways should be implemented when it comes to vaccine development. (The 

New York Times, 2021) Because of the bad attitude of the population toward existing vaccines, 

US scientists developed new vaccines that used weakened Polio virus. However, even this, new 

approach was problematic since that meant that children should receive live Polio virus and because 

of the previously conducted research, no one in the United States was ready to test new vaccines 

and run this experiment on the children. (Baicus, 2012)  

In the late 1950s, at the apex of the Cold war, Soviet delegation, led by Soviet virologists and 

partners Mikhail Chumakov and Marina Voroshilova, flew to the United States and asked for a 

sample of this, newly developed vaccine to bring it back to the Soviet Union and test it in their 

country. (The New York Times, 2021) American scientists gave their approval, just as the State 

Department and FBI, but the US Ministry of defence claimed that this, the new vaccine could be 

used by Soviet scientists for the development of the biological weapon. Although the US Ministry 

of defence was against sharing a new vaccine, Chumakov and Voroshilova finally got approval 

and Chumakov brought back the sample of the newly developed US vaccine to the Soviet Union 

in his pocket. (The New York Times, 2021) (Rhodes, 2013) (Vargha, 2018) (Agol & Drozdov, 

1993) 

In Soviet medicine, there is a tradition that a new technique or new medicine should test it on 

themselves first, and after they have tested it in a laboratory back in the Soviet Union, Chumakov 

and Voroshilova decided that they will test these, newly developed Polio vaccines on their children. 

(The New York Times, 2021) However, Chumakov and Voroshilova didn’t vaccinate their people, 

but served them a sugar cube with drops of liquid from the Polio vaccine, because of which they 

are considered as creators of oral Polio vaccine. (Baicus, 2012) Results were encouraging and 
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children have developed immunity to Polio which meant that the vaccine was effective. Shortly 

after the experiment with their children, Chumakov and Voroshilova shared their findings with 

senior officials in the Soviet government, who ordered testing of oral polio vaccines on orphans in 

Baltic states (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania were facing the Polio outbreak in this period). (Sabin, 

1985) In 1959 Soviet Union started massive vaccination and in 1960, all the children between the 

ages of two months and 20 years old were completely vaccinated. (The New York Times, 2021) 

Till the outbreak of the COVID-19, this was the fastest mass vaccination campaign ever carried 

out.  

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russia as the main successor of the powerful Soviet 

Union quickly became the main recipient of financial aid. The vast number of Russian scientists 

changed their jobs due to inflation, personal poverty and lack of resources in scientific institutes, 

but those who kept their jobs in Russian scientific institutes continued with the development of 

vaccines for different diseases. Some of them even announced that they have made progress in the 

development of a cure for AIDS, but more recently Russian scientists announced that they have 

invented the vaccine for mumps-measles, which structure is very similar to a vaccine for COVID-

19, which was one of the main reasons why Russia invented COVID-19 vaccine so quickly. (The 

New York Times, 2021)   

After Russia invaded Crimea in 2014, public perception of various countries across the world 

toward Russia became significantly more negative (Vice, 2017), Russian interference in US 

elections in 2016, Navalny and Skripal affair additionally worsened public opinion towards Russia, 

because of which Russia used various ways to regain their positive status in international politics, 

and the latest is vaccine diplomacy.  

Just as other global powerhouses, such as the US, United Kingdom and China, Russia started the 

development of their domestic vaccines, which in May 2020 led to the television appearance of a 

Russian scientist who claimed that he has vaccinated himself with COVID-19 vaccine through 

animal experiments and the test still was not conducted. Russian tradition that reflects in the fact 

that inventors of newly published medicines test them on themselves (The New York Times, 2021) 

was fulfilled once again and was followed by several bold announcements before Russian vaccine 

and simultaneously first COVID-19 vaccine on the world Sputnik-V was announced by Russians 

in August 2020. (Beaumont & Harding, 2020) 
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The background of the idea of name “Sputnik-V” was reflecting the fact that vaccine presented a 

surprise to the Western world as it was the case with the launch of the Russian satellite “Sputnik” 

which indicated Russian supremacy in science during its glory days in the 1950s during the “Space 

race”, while “V” in name symbolizes victory over COVID-19. (Gohd, 2020) 

Although there was a slot of scepticism regarding the Russian vaccine, especially because it did 

not pass the late-stage trials that were necessary to prove that the vaccine is efficient and safe for 

use. (Beaumont & Harding, 2020) Rather than scientific accomplishment, such a move was more 

propaganda manoeuvre by Vladimir Putin to show that Russia was once again a pioneer in the 

scientific area. After the presentation of the Sputnik-V vaccine, Vladimir Putin used it as a soft-

power tool of influence and presented it as the vaccine for all humankind.  

Additionally, Russia put vaccines on trials and results, which came by December 2020, indicated 

that vaccines are effective in 91.4% of cases which was equivalent to “Western world vaccines” 

that were previously tested before they were launched for mass vaccination. (Sputnik Vaccine, 

2020)   

The vacuum that was made, after Donald Trump imposed a ban on the export of US-produced 

vaccines, was fulfilled by China and Russia. At the end of January 2021, while the US ban on the 

export of vaccines was still in power, Russia offered European Union 100 million doses of Sputnik-

V vaccines (Reuters, Reuters, 2021) (Kramer, The New York Times, 2021) and simultaneously 

made arrangements with other countries with the main goal to achieve geopolitical interests in 

certain regions and also reduce interests that could be achieved by EU and United States by their 

deployment of vaccines to third countries.  

Russia also used this opportunity to export vaccines to some of the countries, which Andrew 

Kramer called “Bad Boys Club”, such as Cuba, Iran, Syria, countries in Northern Africa, Venezuela 

and Belarus which are loosely aligned with Russia and with which Russia would like to deepen 

their relationship. (The New York Times, 2021) Aside from these countries, Russia was exporting 

Sputnik-V vaccines to “swinging countries”1 such as Slovakia (Radio free Europe radio Liberty, 

2021) and Hungary (Thorpe, 2021), but also to Russian allies in Western Balkans such as Serbia 

                                                             
1 Allusion on „swing states“ in USA which are very important during US presidential elections. In this context, 
swinging countries are swinging between Russia and Western world, but are highly important in geopolitical terms. 
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(Danas.rs, 2020) and Republika Srpska (Entity in Bosnia and Herzegovina with predominant Serb 

population) (Jakovljević, Anadolu Agency, 2021). Such manoeuvres by Russia had the main goal 

of flipping the narrative of its public image as a country that shares the vaccines for a common 

goal, and not as a country that violates human rights and basic freedoms among the domestic 

population.   

One of the first countries with which Russia tried to make an arrangement was Brazil, as a 

strategically important ally of the United States who implemented diplomatic efforts to prevent this 

from happening because vaccines were seen as “agents of influence” used by Russians. (The New 

York Times, 2021) Initially, in April 2021 Brazilian government influenced by US diplomatic 

efforts rejected the import of Sputnik V (Andreoni & Pietsch, 2021). Less than two months later, 

Brazilian Health Regulatory Agency (ANVISA) approved Sputnik-V, since the healthcare system 

was collapsing under pressure (McGeever & Paraguassu, 2021), but shortly after, in July 2021, the 

contract with Russia regarding the import of vaccines was terminated (Reuters, Reuters.com, 

2021). 

In the meanwhile, EU countries such as Slovakia and Hungary approved the use of Sputnik-V 

among their population and signed a contract with Russian producers, although EMA did not 

approve the use of Sputnik-V in the EU (EMA, 2021). Simultaneously, certain regions in European 

countries such as Bavaria in Germany (Euronews, 2021) and Campania in Italy (Reuters Staff, 

Reuters, 2021) signed the deal to buy Sputnik-V and with that manoeuvre, Russian vaccine 

diplomacy not only created discord between EU countries regarding the topic of vaccines but also 

gained influence in the very heart of Europe. Similarly, in Latin America, certain polls show that 

the population of countries such as Mexico (Schmidt C. , 2022) and Argentina (TASS, 2021) prefer 

and trust more Sputnik-V than other vaccines. In certain countries such as Argentina, Serbia 

Sputnik-V is still producing, (Reuters, Reuters, 2021) and in Germany, Russian vaccines were 

produced, but are currently stopped as a part of sanctions directed toward Russia due to their recent 

invasion of Ukraine. (Reuters, Reuters, 2022) 

These Russian manoeuvres had a positive impact on the public image of Russia around the world, 

and Russian diplomacy was quite effective politically and in terms of PR. Russia also sent small 

shipments of vaccines toward less developed countries such as Bolivia, which helped the country 

to gain a better public image, but also to gain geopolitical influence in such regions. In Bolivia, the 
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president of the country even came to the airport to host the aeroplane that delivered the Sputnik-

V vaccines. (ANI, 2021) In San Marino, the complete population was vaccinated with Sputnik-V 

(EURACTIV, 2021) and such vaccination campaign had huge media coverage which led to huge 

political impact which could be viewed as the biggest benefit of the Russian vaccine diplomacy.  

Aside from that, Russia was not seen only through the prism of targeted assassination of political 

opponents, invading other countries and suppression of human rights and basic freedoms, but also 

as a saviour that helps to rest of the world, and this presents the sphere of influence that Western 

world can hardly counter. These Russian actions could result in the fact that after the COVID-19 

pandemic is over, Russia could have more allies than before the pandemic. However, the recent 

war in Ukraine will certainly have a negative impact on the Russian public image, which was 

significantly improved throughout the apex of COVID-19 pandemics.  

By April 2021, Russia had produced more than 20 million doses of COVID-19 vaccine of those it 

has exported about 4 million doses (20% of a total number of manufactured vaccines) to foreign 

countries instead of using it to vaccinate the domestic population. Until April 2021, Russia has 

vaccinated just 5% of its population (in comparison the United States have vaccinated 27% of its 

population till the same period and the United States count more than double of the Russian 

population). (The New York Times, 2021) However, we should bear in mind that such a low 

percentage of the vaccinated population arises from the fact that there is still great reluctance 

toward vaccines, not only in Russia but in the whole world. (Rainsford, 2021) 

Official data regarding Russian vaccines in Bosnia and Herzegovina are blurry and there is no 

official data that Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina purchased any Sputnik V vaccine, while 

Republika Srpska purchased more than four hundred thousand. (dnevni.ba, 2021) Serbia purchased 

more than two million doses of Sputnik V vaccine (RTS, N1, 2021), while Russia did not engage 

in cooperation regarding vaccines procurement with Montenegro as a member of NATO alliance.   
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4.1.4. United States of America 

During COVID-19 outbreak, United States of America were probably the superpower that made 

least effort to try to implement vaccine diplomacy on international level. Such behaviour could be 

understood as a consequence of Donald Trump's ban on export of vaccines and orders that domestic 

population in United States should be inoculated first. (Deutsche Welle, 2020) However, it would 

be completely wrong to say that United States did not conduct any activities regarding vaccine 

diplomacy, but it should be emphasized that such activities were primarily oriented on regional 

level and collaboration with North American countries, just as countries of Latin America and 

Caribbean (LAC).  

Simultaneously with the Russian publishment of the first COVID-19 vaccine, former American 

president Donald Trump, implemented a ban on exports of domestically produced vaccines and 

said that “American vaccines should be used first to vaccinate American citizens”, which made a 

vacuum in terms of the export of vaccines to third countries and the countries which used that 

vacuum were Russia and China which emerged as global saviours regarding vaccine distribution. 

Situation caused with Trump’s ban export led to the fact that United States, as second biggest 

producer of vaccines in the world (behind China), accounted for 27% of the world's 

coronavirus vaccine production, but 0% of the global supply beyond its own borders. (Lawler, 

2021) However, that situation changed, and it changed dramatically since Joe Biden succeeded 

Donald Trump and started his campaign of giving loans and donations to other countries. 

US main target during COVID-19 vaccine diplomacy were Central America, Latin America and 

Caribbean with which United States have strong diplomatic and cultural ties. Although Chinese 

officials claimed that Chinese vaccines are as efficient as Western, their words did not achieve 

huge echo since countries in the region of Latin and Central America and Caribbean prioritized US 

vaccines in comparison to those produced in China. Although approaches of countries in this region 

were different, United States made a huge step forward in process of increase of their influence 

when they promised that they will donate humanitarian relief worth 310 million dollars to El 

Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala in April 2021. (Brizuela de Ávila, Marti, Insanally, & 

Trevisan, 2022) Because of these, targeted vaccine diplomacy efforts United States, through 

bilateral deals and through COVAX, have donated more than 16,8 million doses (State Department, 

2022), while China donated “just” around 1,75 million doses to countries in Central America. 

(Bridge Consulting, n.d.) 
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Brizuela de Avila argues that although US shipments of COVID-19 vaccines drew media attention, 

it was not even close to media attention that was given by media in Central and Latin America to 

shipments that were coming from China. Aside from that, Brizuela de Avila argues that type of 

vaccines (mRNA and vector vaccines had huge significance when it came to decision which 

country will procure Chinese and which will procure US produced vaccines). More developed 

countries with vaccine storage facilities predominantly opted in for US produced vaccines, while 

developing and poor countries primarily chose Chinese vaccines since they do not require ultra-

cold freezers as it is the case with Pfizer, Moderna and Johnson&Johnson's vaccines. (Brizuela de 

Ávila, Marti, Insanally, & Trevisan, 2022) 

Although Brazil was US main target in vaccine diplomacy campaign in South America because it 

was under a huge influence of China and Russia, US donated just three million doses of Johnson 

and Johnson to Brazil which was barely one percent of Brazil's 407 million doses that were 

previously distributed and which were predominantly procured commercially. (US Embassy and 

Consulates in Brazil, 2021) It is interesting to emphasize the fact that during mandate of Donald 

Trump, US officials asked Brazil's officials to stop purchasing Russian vaccines during corona 

apex but did not offer US vaccines in order to replace Sputnik-V, because of which donations to 

Brazil occurred during Joe Biden's administration.  

However, it seems as Brazil as the US's „last bastion“ in South America was under biggest 

influence from China, whose Sinovac-CoronaVac was predominant during mass immunization 

campaign in this country. Aside from that, it seems as laboratory to laboratory collaboration 

between Brazil and China played more significant role in Brazil’s orientation toward use of Chinese 

vaccines. (Queiroz, 2021) 

Probably the most important country for United States was Mexico as moderately developed 

country with which United States share border. As Bosco Marti claims „Mexico initially sought 

help from the United States – its most important and reliable ally – to buy needed PPE equipment 

and N-95 masks. US support did not immediately materialize due to both countries’ similar peaks 

in caseload. This created pockets of diplomatic opportunities for other countries including China. 

Since China had an earlier first wave of COVID-19 infections, it had “off-cycle” pandemic peaks 

that allowed it to provide vaccines and other supplies when Mexico needed them the most. US 

support eventually came, as Mexico was the first Latin American country to benefit from United 
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States vaccine donations. By September 2021, the United States had donated 10.9 million vaccine 

doses; in contrast, China sold vaccines via purchasing agreements.“ (Brizuela de Ávila, Marti, 

Insanally, & Trevisan, 2022) 

In June 2021, United States president, Joe Biden, announced that United States of America will 

donate about 80 million doses (75% of their unused COVID-19 vaccines) around the world either 

through UN backed COVAX, or through bilateral deals. As Early recipient were named India 

(whose number of infected people reached peak in April and May 2021) and South Korea, 

alongside with less developed African and Asian countries. (Miller, 2021) It is interesting that 

United States also donated vaccines to Ukraine as their ally and partner, just as to Kosovo while 

other countries of Western Balkans remained completely neglected. At the same time, Joe Biden 

announced that USA will provide 60 million doses of AstraZeneca to other countries since 

AstraZeneca has yet to be authorized in USA. Aside from AstraZeneca, Joe Biden announced that 

USA will lift export ban on domestically produced vaccines such as Pfizer, Moderna and 

Johnson&Johnson. (Miller, 2021) 

United States of America had extremely slow start in vaccine diplomacy campaign, even in regions 

where their soft power is unmatched as it is the case in South America. This slow start resulted 

with the fact that British AstraZeneca negotiated opening of production facilities in Mexico 

Argentina and Brazil, (Government of Mexico, 2021) Beijing has reached agreements for 

production of Sinovac with Brazil, Chile and Mexico, Moscow has reached agreements for 

production of Sputnik-V with Argentina (Merco Press, 2021), while countries such as Bolivia, 

Mexico, Nicaragua and Peru have expressed interest in making the Russian shot. (Shuldiner, 2022) 

On the other hand, only Pfizer of all the US manufacturers, in August 2021, signed a tentative 

agreement with Brazilian government to start vaccine production in this Southern American 

country. (pfizer, 2021) 

However, as Rajah, Leng and Lemahieu claim in their text, there is a huge problem regarding 

credibility gap of donated vaccines, since huge part of population in countries that receive medical 

equipment and vaccines consider that such donations present waste for country that is donating and 

the similar case was with vaccines donated by US that are considered to have short expiry date. 

(Rajah, Leng, & Lemahieu, 2022) 
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Just as was the case with Russia and China, the United States undoubtedly had, in addition to the 

altruistic, personal political interests guided by the distribution of vaccines in countries around the 

world. However, based on the existing soft power and economic situation, but also on the ratio of 

sold and donated vaccines, one gets the impression that, with the exception of the initial ban on 

vaccine exports to other countries, the United States had the most altruistic approach of all world 

powers. This approach has somewhat improved the view of the United States, which was at an all-

time low in a poll presented by Ting Lee (Ting Lee, Vaccine diplomacy: nation branding and 

China’s COVID-19 soft power play, 2021), but also showed middle-income and less developed 

countries that they do not necessarily have to turn to cooperation with China and Russia that do not 

belong to the liberal, Western world.  

The aforementioned historical minimum in terms of a positive opinion of the United States is likely 

the result of US officials' decisions to ban US-made vaccines until the domicile population is fully 

vaccinated, as well as the US veto on intellectual property rights. when it comes to vaccines. 

Although from an altruistic point of view this move is not a positive example, from a financial 

point of view it is very good because the United States has done an excellent job in terms of 

promotion and quality of vaccines, which cannot be said for China as the main competitor, since 

their Sinovac showed only 51% efficacy in tests in Brazil, which was more than insufficient, 

especially considering the new and upcoming variants of the virus. (Iancu, 2021) 

As Kantor claims, what we have seen in United States is previously mentioned vaccine nationalism 

which was probably the most intense in United States at the very beginning of pandemic as nowhere 

else. Despite a slow start, United States of America have donated more than 275 million doses 

which is more than a quarter of all the vaccines that Joe Biden's administration has pledged to other, 

primarily low and moderately developed countries. (Krishna, 2021) Such donations made United 

States largest single country donor of any vaccine ever. (Kantor, 2021) 

However, in a survey conducted by RAND institute, prior to rise of Omicron variant, two third of 

US citizens have expressed their opinion that United States should send extra doses to other 

countries and nearly 60 percent of those surveyed agreed that if the United States does not help to 

fight the spread of COVID-19 in other countries through vaccine or monetary support, it will put 

the United States at risk. (Grace-Carman & Chandra, 2021) 
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Aside from that, when we look into the data, it is very important to emphasize the fact presented 

by Nolte who claims that „Both European Union (62,6%) and the United States of America (51,2%) 

had higher export share than it was the case with China, who due to domestic demand, exported 

only 31.5% of its production. (predominantly through commercial deals to Latin America and not 

throughout the donations as it was the case with European Union and United States).  (Nolte, 2022) 

During the COVID-19 pandemics, there is not any evidence that the United States of America 

directly helped either Montenegro, Serbia or Bosnia and Herzegovina when it comes to vaccine 

donations and vaccine procurement. However, United States of America provided important 

financial aid to Bosnia and Herzegovina (startbih.ba, 2021) (FENA, N1, 2021), Serbia (UNDP, 

2021) (BETA, 2020) and Montenegro (Ambasada SAD Crna Gora, 2020)  in order to try to mitigate 

the consequences of COVID-19 pandemics. However, it is interesting to emphasize the fact that 

United States of America engaged in cooperation with Kosovo and donated more than one million 

vaccines through the COVAX partnership program. (US Department of State, n.d.) 

4.2. Vaccine diplomacy in the context of COVID-19 
As a worldwide pandemic emergency, COVID-19 has changed how countries project their power 

and impact. General wellbeing has ascended to the highest point of each policy agenda as people, 

social orders, and nation-state centre around a shared objective – to prevent the spread of disease 

and reduce, or at least hold a number of infected people. The new pandemic has required from 

countries to work together as never before to share information about the virus, its origins, ways 

the virus is transmitted, methods of transmission and treatment, but also how the virus itself can be 

stopped and how immunity can be improved.  

 However, not only do domestic countries seem to care about nation-branding among their 

population, other, stronger countries often interfere within their territory with the main goal to 

implement their nation branding through vaccine diplomacy that became one of the most important 

forms of soft power in international relations since 2019.  

Before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, vaccine diplomacy was viewed solely through 

the prism of an agent for the usually ad-hoc, temporary, conflict resolution. Yet today, vaccine 

diplomacy can be viewed as a tool of soft power that states use to brand and pursue their interests 

in international relations. Lee and Kim argues that “In this, Zeitgeist, health diplomacy, mask 

diplomacy, pandemic diplomacy, CoViD-19 diplomacy and coronavirus diplomacy have become 
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part of the terminology of the international relations literature” (Ting Lee & Kim, Nation branding 

in the COVID-19 era: South Korea’s pandemic public diplomacy, 2020). Similarly as Ting Lee 

and Kim, Tanisha Fazal analysed pandemics of the 21st century (SARS, H1N1, MERS, Ebola and 

CoViD-19) and found out that „instead of trying to foster global cooperation, states preferred to 

make use of bilateral and regional diplomacy.“ Fazal claims that „Pandemics create opportunities 

for states to pursue foreign policy goals that primarily serve their national interest rather than 

serving global health.“ (Fazal, 2020) 

 

4.3. Vaccine diplomacy in Western Balkans 
Western Balkans’ legacy of war, corruption, significant underdevelopment, political instability and 

suspended European integration since the summit of European leaders in Thessaloniki in 2003, 

have led to this geopolitically important region being the subject of interest of some of the world's 

greatest powers and becoming a kind of playground for "pandemic activism" of the great powers. 

The United States have significant interests in the region due to close cooperation with Kosovo, 

but also due to the claims of countries such as Russia and China to strengthen their interest in this 

region. Authoritarian states such as Russia, which has significant political and economic interests 

in the Western Balkans and extremely close relations with Serbia and Republika Srpska, but also 

China, which sees the region as a geographically important region within the „One Belt One Road 

project, are seeking to strengthen their influence. in this region through significant infrastructure 

projects, but also incentives and trade with the Western Balkans. In addition to these actors, Turkey 

has become one of the main actors in the region with the aim of expanding its soft power, especially 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Sandzak (part of Serbia), Kosovo and Albania. What all the countries 

of the Western Balkans have in common is the fact that they are all striving to successfully 

implement the process of European integration and to become full members of the European Union. 

Because of Euro-Atlantic integration, European Union also has significant interests in this region, 

which some of the European officials have pointed out several times in their speeches. 

Due to all the aforementioned circumstances, all the mentioned political actors during the COVID-

19 pandemic sought to provide medical or financial assistance to the countries of the Western 

Balkans as much as they could. Based on the donations made by these political actors during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, it can be clearly seen that some countries were in a privileged position 

compared to others, which speaks about the fact that in many cases „the mantle of necessary 
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humanitarian aid" indisputably hid the interest of political actors to increase their interest in this 

region. 

 

However, for the purposes of analysing this master's thesis, it is important to point out that all three 

countries analysed in the paper had different approaches when it comes to the procurement of 

vaccines against COVID-19 virus, with Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina relying primarily 

on donations from other countries and waited for them to receive vaccines through the COVAX 

system, while Serbia, as a real political prodigy in the Western Balkans, took a much more 

pragmatic approach, ensuring the purchase of vaccines from all manufacturers, which significantly 

affected the outstanding results of Serbia during COVID-19 pandemic and in terms of process of 

immunization. 

However, in general, region of Western Balkans was one of the hardest hit regions by CoViD-19, 

and according to the data provided by European Center for Disease Control and Prevention 

(ECDC), countries in this region were on the top spots when it comes to number of deaths caused 

by CoViD-19 per 1000 inhabitants. 

4.3.1. Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, as one of the least developed countries in the Western Balkans, is often 

synonymous with corruption, nepotism, political instability and negative migration balance, which 

has been particularly emphasized since the end of the 1992-1995 civil war in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. After the end of the civil war, Bosnia and Herzegovina clearly opted for Euro-

Atlantic integration, but significant problems arise due to inconsistencies in foreign policy created 

by the three-member presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, as each member of the presidency has 

the option of blocking the decision by invoking the "Vital National Interest" which must then be 

confirmed by the entity parliament or the National Assembly. In addition, Bosnia and Herzegovina 

remains the only country in the Western Balkans to pursue its foreign policy without an officially 

adopted Foreign Affairs Law, to a significant extent. (Lingo-Demirović, 2022) 

The complex political system, frequent overlaps of competencies, incompetence of politicians and 

national divisions have often led to problems in the past when it comes to the political and security 

situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and nothing was different during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Although the institutions of Bosnia and Herzegovina in times of pandemic were united as never 

before to combat the pandemic, which led to a huge number of ad-hoc rules on foreign policy, 
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Bosnia and Herzegovina during the COVID-19 pandemic was using diplomatic mechanisms 

mainly to ensure vaccines by major foreign policy partners, which has largely led to harsh critics 

from the public, which believes that in this way Bosnia and Herzegovina is not embarking on the 

challenges of multilateral diplomacy, but "waiting for donations" from other countries.  

At the state level of Bosnia and Herzegovina, there are 9 ministries, but the Ministry of Health is 

not one of them, but its responsibilities are taken over by the Ministry of Civil Affairs of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina. Ministries of health, on the other hand, exist in both entities, while in the Brcko 

District there is a health sector as an integral part of the Government. In addition, each of the 10 

cantons in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina has its own government and Ministry of 

health, and during the COVID-19 pandemic, each of the cantonal ministries of health could decide, 

depending on the number of cases, to tighten or relax the measures in comparison to the rest of 

Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina in order to mitigate the risks. In the Republika Srpska…. 

In the following sections, overview of COVID-19 pandemics are shown, but  also the interplay of 

the multiple institutions and their overlapping which greatly affected vaccine procurement of the 

country. Section will be divided in two sub sections (divided by entities) to try to realize to which 

extent one entity performed better in comparison to the other one and vice-versa. Aside from that, 

implemented measures are shown and described to the details, just as efforts to minimize the 

consequences of the COVID-19 pandemics. 

The first case of infection with the COVID-19 virus in Bosnia and Herzegovina was registered on 

March 5, 2020 by a man from Banja Luka (A.D., klix.ba, 2020), and the number of cases in the 

days after the first case skyrocketed to over 2,000 newly infected people a day. In order to prevent 

the collapse of the health system at all levels in Bosnia and Herzegovina, crisis headquarters were 

formed at all levels of government shortly after the pandemic was declared in order to discuss about 

the risks and measures that the pandemic of the COVID-19 virus posed before all citizens, but also 

administrative bodies. The measures adopted by the crisis staffs were often criticised by the public, 

as a large number of the people of Bosnia and Herzegovina felt that their human rights were being 

violated. 

Since the competent state-level institutions, such as the Council of Ministers of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, said after the first case of the COVID-19 virus in Bosnia and Herzegovina that there 
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was no room for panic (FENA, klix.ba, 2020) (I.Č., klix.ba, 2020), only six days later the situation 

became alarming. On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization declared a pandemic of the 

COVID-19 virus (D.Be., klix.ba, 2020), and due to the large number of newly infected, the 

Government of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina decided to implement 9 orders to combat 

the COVID-19 virus (I.P., klix.ba, 2020), the Brcko District Government suspended classes in 

classrooms (FENA, klix.ba, 2020), and soon a similar approach was introduced by the Republika 

Srpska (Jakovljević, Anadolu Agency, 2020). Shortly afterwards, even stricter measures were 

introduced, public transport was suspended, free movement of persons under 18 and over 65 was 

banned, movement and assembly of citizens were restricted, masks and gloves became an integral 

part of public life, and the strictest measures were imposed soon after which reflected in a ban on 

leaving the place of residence and police hour between 8 pm and 5 am. In addition, the decision of 

the Council of Ministers closed the Sarajevo International Airport to traffic (BUKA, BUKA, 2020), 

foreign nationals were banned from entering the country, while domestic population was unable to 

enter the country without fulfilling additional conditions. 

Depending on their ethnicity, members of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina due to the 

inconsistent normative framework regarding foreign policy, often made different statements about 

which foreign policy actor contributes to Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

According to the official data received through the response to the request for access to information, 

as of June 13, 2022. Bosnia and Herzegovina procured a total of 4,142,310 vaccines through all 

procurement mechanisms (donations, direct procurement of entities, EU4Health and COVAX), and 

it is not known how many vaccines were received by which entity or how many vaccines were 

procured from which manufacturer. 

A total of 332,640 doses arrived in Bosnia and Herzegovina through the COVAX mechanism, 

which represents a total of 8.03% of the total number of vaccines purchased. A total of 

214,110doses (5.17%) of the total number were received through the EU4Health mechanism, 

1,237,380 doses or 28.97% of the total number were purchased through direct procurement of the 

entities, and the highest percentage of vaccines (56.93%), ie 2,358,180 doses arrived through 

donations from the European Union and other countries. In addition, through financial 

arrangements provided by the European Union for the purchase of vaccines and technical 
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equipment aimed at raising readiness for vaccination against the COVID-19 virus in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, the state received 13,775,280.00 euros through the EU4Health program. 

 

Table 1 - Overview of Bosnia and Herzegovina's vaccine procurement 

Political discourses at the state level were significantly diversified and largely depended on party 

affiliation. However, as it was the case at the entity level, there was no significant number of 

political actors dealing with the issue, but primarily presidents of predominantly national, ruling 

parties in Bosnia and Herzegovina and high-ranking officials such as Council of Ministers 

Chairman Zoran Tegeltija, Minister of Civil Affairs Ankica Gudeljević and Minister of Foreign 

Affairs Bisera Turković. On lower levels of government (entity and cantonal level) political 

discourses were not related to party affiliation as it was case on state level, but this will be 

elaborated to the details in forthcoming sub-chapters (“Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina” & 

“Republika Srpska”) 

The COVID-19 pandemic in Bosnia and Herzegovina was characterized by unusual entity 

cooperation, but even this event did not pass without the propagation of national policies and direct 

insults from the presidents of the ruling parties directed to each other. 

Shortly after the first case of the coronavirus appeared in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the number of 

those infected skyrocketed, and to prevent the health system from collapsing, all levels of 
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government began procuring vaccines and medical equipment as soon as possible. At that time, 

vaccines against the COVID-19 virus had not yet been produced, while medical care was being 

procured from suspicious sources. One of the biggest scandals during the COVID-19 virus 

pandemic was the procurement of medical respirators procured from Beijing by the Government 

of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which allocated more than 10,500,000.00 KM 

(FENA, Klix.ba, 2020) for these purposes in order to provide 100 respirators for health centres 

throughout the cantons of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. What is interesting to point 

out is the fact that during the procurement of this contingent of medical equipment, the importing 

company was the agricultural company "Silver Raspberry", which did not have the necessary 

documentation or accreditation for the import and sale of medical equipment. (R.D., Klix.ba, 2021) 

Due to numerous irregularities that accompanied the procurement of the aforementioned 

respirators, the Prosecutor's Office of Bosnia and Herzegovina, in cooperation with the State 

Investigation and Protection Agency (SIPA), soon launched an investigation into the entire 

respirators procurement process and indicted those responsible for respirators. but no significant 

results have been achieved till today. Almost a year after the purchase of the previously mentioned 

respirators, the president of the Party of Democratic Action (SDA), Bakir Izetbegović, admitted 

"How the respirators are overpaid, but they still work, which is quite enough in the given 

circumstances". (Ad., 2021) 

The first efforts to bring vaccines from world-famous manufacturers such as Pfizer, AstraZeneca 

and Moderna to Bosnia and Herzegovina were initiated by the Chairman of the Council of Ministers 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Zoran Tegeltija, who met with the entity prime ministers in November 

2020 to discuss procurement of vaccines, but also on the potential introduction of new measures 

due to the unfavorable epidemiological situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which Tegeltija said 

was "under control due to the implementation of long-term and predictable measures, which in 

comparison with the measures implemented by other countries, gave results in the long run. At the 

mentioned meeting, the entity prime ministers and Tegeltija (who is technically the Prime Minister 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina) agreed on the procurement of vaccines for over 20% of the population 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the deadline for procurement and delivery of 1,230,000 vaccines 

was April 2021. (M., 2020) 
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Fear caused by the previous fiasco with the procurement of medical equipment, complex political 

system, incompetences and overlapping competencies have led to Bosnia and Herzegovina being 

among the last countries in Europe when it comes to the procurement of vaccines, emphasizing 

that Bosnia and Herzegovina is one of the few countries that decided to cooperate exclusively with 

the COVAX system when procuring vaccines although European Union officials advised state 

representatives to start procuring vaccines directly (through negotiations with manufacturers) and 

not through intermediaries including the COVAX system. (Hambo, Klix.ba, 2020) 

In early 2021, the Chairman of the Council of Ministers of Bosnia and Herzegovina - Zoran 

Tegeltija said that Bosnia and Herzegovina is keeping pace with other countries when it comes to 

vaccine procurement, which proved to be a completely false claim, since mass immunization of 

the population began in April 2021, while in other European countries, as well as in some countries 

of the Western Balkans, that process began at the end of 2020. (D. Be., 2021) Shortly afterwards, 

on January 11, 2021, Tegeltija made another statement that proved to be more than incorrect, as he 

said that “At the end of January 2021, the first doses of vaccines will arrive from the mechanisms 

of the European Union and the COVAX system, emphasizing that “The given vaccines are the 

most difficult to transport and store, which is why institutions from both entities as well as the 

Brcko District would be involved in this process." (I.Č., Klix.ba, 2021) 

What is interesting to point out is the fact that the citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina blamed the 

leaders of the ruling parties for this failure, since in a survey conducted in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

in which 4830 respondents participated, 28.72% of them pointed out that the leaders of the ruling 

parties are the biggest culprits for the fact that Bosnia and Herzegovina has not yet started the 

vaccination process. The citizens saw the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina as the second 

biggest culprit with 21.79% of the vote, while Zoran Tegeltija was identified as the third biggest 

culprit as the Chairman of the Council of Ministers of Bosnia and Herzegovina. (Hambo, Klix.ba, 

2021) 

Due to public pressure and the slowness of the COVAX system, on January 21, 2021, 

representatives of all levels of government in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Chairman of the Council 

of Ministers, Minister of Civil Affairs of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Prime Ministers of the Entity 

Governments and Entity Ministers of Health and Social Welfare) met to discuss the launch of an 

initiative to procure vaccines against the COVID-19 virus. This position was eventually adopted, 
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which marked the beginning of negotiations with Pfizer, but also with Russian and Chinese 

manufacturers whose vaccines Sputnik V and Sinopharm proved to be equally effective in the fight 

against the COVID-19 virus, and whose vaccines were not part of international vaccine distribution 

system COVAX. (N.V., Klix.ba, 2021) 

In early March 2021, Tegeltija pointed out that Bosnia and Herzegovina had negotiated the 

procurement of a vaccine contingent sufficient to vaccinate 40% of Bosnia and Herzegovina's 

population (R.D., Klix.ba, 2021) and that he did not feel guilty about delaying the delivery of 

vaccines. (I.Č., Klix.ba, 2021) 

It is interesting to note that the Minister of Civil Affairs of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Ankica 

Gudeljevic, pointed out that this Ministry is responsible only for coordinating the procurement of 

vaccines, while the governments of the entities and the Brcko District dictate work activities in the 

field of vaccine procurement. However, in early February 2021, the Ministry of Civil Affairs of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina pointed out that it had submitted an inquiry to Pfizer as well as the Chinese 

and Russian embassies in Bosnia and Herzegovina to request medical documentation on vaccines, 

but that the Ministry would not directly procure vaccines due to lack of budget funds. as well as 

due to the lack of constitutional competencies, but will act as an intermediary in the process of 

procuring vaccines. (FENA, Klix.ba, 2021) 

It is interesting to note that the European Union, as one of the most important actors in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina's foreign policy, joined the process of procuring vaccines and providing humanitarian 

aid in mid-February, when the EU Special Representative in Bosnia and Herzegovina Johann Satler 

told that  “The people of Bosnia and Herzegovina can expect greater engagement from the 

European Union in the near future in the fight against the COVID-19 virus.” (Gušić M. , 2021) 

At the beginning of March 2021, the first significant contingent of 10,000 AstraZeneca vaccines 

donated by the Republic of Serbia arrived in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the plane with the 

donated vaccines was welcomed at the Sarajevo International Airport by members of the 

Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina - Milorad Dodik, Zeljko Komšić and Šefik. Džaferoviž. 

Previous donations from the Republic of Serbia were almost exclusively distributed among the 

entities, and this donation is the first significant donation that Bosnia and Herzegovina has received 

at the state level. (Midhat, 2021) 
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However, this activity could not pass without a scandal either, as the Minister of Foreign Affairs 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina Bisera Turkovic pointed out that “The vaccines that came are of lower 

quality than those that Bosnia and Herzegovina really needs to get” (Beker, 2021), which caused a 

mass of comments on social networks. and the media, who used this opportunity to once again 

point out the incompetence of BiH politicians and to express their dissatisfaction with the fact that 

Bosnia and Herzegovina is still almost exclusively dependent on donations from other countries. 

Despite the fact that the vaccines came from Serbia at the beginning of March, and despite the fact 

that the leading Bosnian officials pointed out that the vaccination of the population will start in the 

first quarter of 2021, that did not happen. In the survey, which was conducted at the end of March 

2021, and in which 474 citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina participated, concern that 

immunization has not yet begun was expressed by as many as 87.55% of respondents, 4.85% of 

respondents had a neutral attitude, and 7.60% of respondents were not at all concerned by the fact 

that immunization of the population had not yet begun. (Sijamija, Analiziraj.ba, 2021) 

Immunization of the population in Bosnia and Herzegovina eventually began in April, a few 

months later than in other Western Balkan countries, and in the first two weeks of immunization 

only the most demographically vulnerable categories were vaccinated, as were workers in those 

sectors most exposed to the COVID-19 pandemic (Army, police, medical staff, civil protection and 

members of other emergency services). 

One of the bravest statements since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic was made by the 

ruling man of the Democratic Action Party (SDA), Bakir Izetbegović, who said in early April that 

“He had provided 130,000 vaccines through personal efforts by Malaysia, China and Turkey, and 

that he expects more than a million more vaccines to arrive in three months through other 

mechanisms.” (SDA, 2021) Although this statement proved to be one of the most true statements 

made by a Bosnian politician during the COVID-19 pandemic, it should be noted that this is also 

one of the statements made at the latest regarding the procurement of vaccines. In addition, this 

statement shows to some extent the geopolitical discourse emphasized by the Bosniak people, 

namely cooperation with actors such as Turkey, which has significant geopolitical interests in the 

Western Balkans, as well as Malaysia, which in some of the most difficult moments in history of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina proved to be an extremely important partner.  
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During his speech, Izetbegović stated false information that "In the letter, the Prime Minister of 

Malaysia shared with him information that Malaysia is donating 50,000 vaccines to Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, although only 0.4% of Malaysians have been vaccinated so far, while according to 

Izetbegović at that time in Bosnia and Herzegovina, between 1 and 2% of the population was 

vaccinated." However, the fact-checking site "Istinomjer" analysed this statement in detail and 

found evidence that this claim was diametrically opposed to the truth and that it served only as a 

populist tool for politicians. (Istinomjer, 2021) 

However, when all the facts are considered, it seems as if in Bosnia and Herzegovina and during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, what happened many times before happened, and that is the transfer of 

blame from one authority to another, as well as incompetence and administrative hibernation, 

which led to Bosnia and Herzegovina being among the countries with the highest mortality rate in 

Europe.  

It is interesting to point out the fact that many citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina claimed that 

“One of the most important external partners of Bosnia and Herzegovina was Serbia which was the 

first to come to help and donate a number of vaccines, but also which enabled the citizens of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina to come to Serbia to receive the vaccine against COVID-19, which differs 

significantly from the political discourse propagated by some of the most important political actors 

of the Bosniak people who see such actions as an exclusively geopolitical game aimed at increasing 

the role of Serbia in the Western Balkans. Such form of cooperation between states in the Western 

Balkans is uncommon, since many issues related to war remained unresolved till today. 

Some of the leading politicians in Bosnia and Herzegovina received their first vaccine in May 2021, 

after the vaccination process of vulnerable demographic groups, the chronically ill and workers in 

the sectors most exposed to the COVID-19 pandemic was completed. On that occasion, there were 

several scandals in which Bosnian politicians were directly involved, so some members of their 

families were in a privileged position when receiving the vaccine, while politicians continued to 

make claims that are completely opposed to the truth. 

Bakir Izetbegović, for example, said that "Like other citizens, he waited in line for the vaccine, 

although there was a possibility to enter the VIP entrance and be vaccinated first" (Ovčina, 2021), 

which the Minister of Health in Sarajevo Canton Haris Vranić quickly denied, claiming that "The 
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VIP entrance does not exist and has never existed, which means that Izetbegović is lying." (Maslo, 

2021) In addition, in order to relieve the pressure and dissatisfaction of the public that escalated 

due to numerous scandals that befell Bosnia and Herzegovina, Izetbegović pointed out that "Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, if we exclude the purchase of respirators and slowness in the procurement of 

vaccines, is better than average in the European Union when it comes to slowing down the spread 

of the infection and responding to economic problems resulting from the COVID-19 virus 

pandemic. "However, such claims were not substantiated by the facts, as at that time Bosnia and 

Herzegovina was second in the world in terms of deaths per 1,000,000 inhabitants behind Hungary 

(according to some sources, third behind Hungary and the Czech Republic), with the mortality rate 

of 4.5%, making Bosnia and Herzegovina first in Europe. To put this in perspective, we can point 

to the fact that the best result in the region was noted by Serbia - 0.96%, followed by Montenegro 

with 1.59%, Slovenia (1.73%), Albania (1.85%), Kosovo (2.10%), Croatia (2.25%) and Northern 

Macedonia (3.45%). (Halimić, 2021) 

In addition, at the time Izetbegović made this claim, 5.76% of citizens in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

had been vaccinated (this figure should be taken with a grain of salt due to the lack of a centralized 

database system at the country level) while the European average was 31.24% of vaccinated 

population. If we put this data in the perspective of the Western Balkans, it is easy to conclude that 

only Kosovo had a worse result than Bosnia and Herzegovina, which at that time had only 3% of 

vaccinated inhabitants, while Serbia had 37%, Croatia 30.95%, Montenegro 20.98%, Albania 17%, 

and Northern Macedonia 11%. (Hadžović, 2021) 

The story about the procurement of vaccines in the coming months continued, however, since 

previously ordered contingents of vaccines had already arrived, activities regarding the 

procurement of vaccines were significantly reduced, but it should be noted that in July 2021 Bakir 

Izetbegović and the Chinese ambassador to Bosnia and Herzegovina - Ji Ping met and agreed to 

purchase another 500.000 vaccines from the Chinese manufacturer Sinopharm. (Srpskainfo, 2021) 

On July 19, a donation from the government of Azerbaijan with 40,000 AstraZeneca vaccines 

arrived in Bosnia and Herzegovina, however, it is not known how these vaccines were distributed 

among the entities in Bosnia and Herzegovina (L.K., 2021), and on August 9, 2021, a plane with 

500,000 doses of vaccines landed at Sarajevo Airport. AstraZeneca, which Bosnia and Herzegovina 

received as a donation from the Austrian government. (R.D., klix.ba, 2021) 
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When the pandemic began to subside and Bosnia and Herzegovina procured a sufficient number 

of vaccines, the rhetoric of vaccines was replaced by political rhetoric and propaganda at the 

national level, with the main actors being the leaders of the leading political parties in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. After Serbia donated another contingent of vaccines to Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Bakir Izetbegović stated that "Aleksandar Vučić should not send vaccines and grain to Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, but should stop persecuting the defenders of Bosnia and Herzegovina and stop 

providing a shelter to a large number of people who directly relate to war crimes committed in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina during the 1992-1995 civil war." (Beta, 2021) Serbian member of the 

Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina - Milorad Dodik stated on these allegations that 

"Izetbegović, if he was capable, would procure vaccines for the inhabitants of the Federation of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, and would not let tens of thousands of citizens from this entity to go to 

Serbia for vaccination, as was the case in early 2021." (BUKA, BUKA, 2021) 

Since in Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as in almost all other countries of the world, during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, a large amount of inaccurate information about vaccines as well as about 

the side effects that vaccination can bring appeared, the competent institutions decided to launch 

the website "vakcine.ba" on which all conspiracy theories are presented, as well as the facts that 

refute these theories. This approach of the competent institutions is extremely commendable, since 

in this way, greater immunization of citizens is stimulated, which is of great importance in the 

given, pandemic circumstances. 

Federacija Bosne i Hercegovine 

Since the vaccination process started in Bosnia and Herzegovina among the last countries in the 

world (Gušić M. , 2021), this situation directly affected the entities that were under big problems 

due to the lack of vaccines. And while certain contingents of vaccines and medical aid came to the 

Republika Srpska at the very beginning of the pandemic, this was not the case with the Federation 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which, due to cantonal divisions and overlapping jurisdictions, got 

somewhat "lost" in the entire process of vaccine procurement. In March 2021, an ad-hoc team was 

formed in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, whose task was to procure vaccines for this 

entity of Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as to negotiate with intermediaries working on the 

vaccine procurement process. (BHRT, 2021) 
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What marked the beginning of the pandemic in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina was the 

"respirators" scandal, in which the agricultural company "Srebrna Malina" was in charge of 

procuring respirators from China, which turned out to be an unsatisfactory solution to the greatest 

extent, which is why the healthcare system of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina was once 

again brought to the breaking point. Precisely for this reason, the process of procuring vaccines 

was significantly slower in order to avoid possible errors that appeared in the process of procuring 

medical respirators. (E.A., 2021) 

Just as it was the case in the Republika Srpska and in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, various restrictive measures were introduced with the aim of 

suppressing and slowing down the further spread of the COVID-19 virus. However, each canton 

could adopt separate measures that did not have to be harmonized with those measures adopted by 

the entity government. The measures were increased and decreased depending on the number of 

infected persons, all with the aim of relieving the health system as much as possible at the level of 

the entire entity, which was on several occasions under complete collapse due to a large number of 

infected persons. Restrictive measures at the entity level alternated until February 2022, when they 

were officially lifted after the number of infected people was reduced to a minimum. On that 

occasion, the wearing of masks in closed spaces was abolished, a vaccination certificate, a test or 

a certificate of recovery from the COVID-19 virus were no longer mandatory when entering bar 

and restaurant, and in addition, students in all educational institutions returned to live classes. 

(R.D., klix.ba, 2022) 

A sort of trigger for the Government of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina to start procuring 

vaccines on its own, without relying on state institutions, was the statement of the director of the 

Institute for Public Health of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Davor Pehar, who pointed 

out that "The Institute for Public Health of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina did not sign 

the vaccine procurement contract because they do not have complete documentation." (D.Be., 

klix.ba, 2021) Nevertheless, although they decided on an individual vaccine procurement action, 

representatives of entity levels of government in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina called 

on higher levels of government to join them in the overall process. (S.H., 2021) 

Although they knew months before, since European Union officials stated that "countries must 

negotiate directly with vaccine manufacturers", the ad-hoc team of the government of the 
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Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina only scheduled a session on March 16, 2021, at which they 

negotiated with registered companies who procure vaccines. (N.V., klix.ba, 2021) Of the several 

offers that arrived at the address of the ad-hoc team, only one company met all the conditions for 

the procurement of vaccines (N.V., klix.ba, 2021), and that is the company "Medimpex" from 

Sarajevo (N.V., klix.ba, 2022), which undertook to deliver the first part (100.000 vaccines) of a 

total of 500,000 Russian vaccines in following three day. However, this development of the 

situation somewhat disappointed the citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina, since they expected that 

they would have the opportunity to be vaccinated with the "AstraZeneca" vaccine, which was also 

in circulation for procurement by the Medimpex company, however, it was not chosen as one of 

the vaccines that will be procured. (Hambo, klix.ba, 2021) 

One of the most active actors in the entire process of procuring vaccines for the Federation of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina was the prime minister of this entity - Fadil Novalić. During the 

extraordinary session of the House of Representatives of the Parliament of the Federation of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, which was requested by the opposition parties, Novalić pointed out that "the 

Government of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina has signed a contract for the procurement 

of 500,000 doses of vaccines and that now we are just waiting for the signature of the Russian side, 

after which the procurement process will be officially started." However, what marked that session 

was Novalić's statement in which he said that "the Government of the Federation of Bosnia and  

Herzegovina could have procured vaccines against the COVID-19 virus as early as December 

2020, but it did not want to act the state." (A.B., 2021) 

This statement was highly condemned by the Bosnian public, who believed that the entity 

government should have procured doses of vaccines at all costs if possible, and not introduce more 

restrictive measures that greatly disrupted the normal life of citizens in the Federation of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina. Herzegovina. 

However, what is even more problematic is the fact that only a few days after signing the contract 

for the supply of vaccines, the Medimpex company, as the only company that had all the necessary 

documentation for the supply of vaccines, decided to terminate the contract with the Government 

of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina due to political pressures that arose as a result of 

breaking the deadline for the procurement of Russian vaccines due to incomplete documentation 

of this company. (R.D., klix.ba, 2021) 
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Just a day before the contract was terminated, a member of the Presidency of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina from the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina - Šefik Džaferović, stated that 

"Bosnia and Herzegovina is not lagging behind the countries in the region when it comes to the 

vaccination process." This statement was very wrong, however it followed the discourse previously 

set by Bakir Izetbegović as the president of the Democratic Action Party, from which Džaferović 

also comes. Nevertheless, Džaferović emphasized that he supports the efforts made by the 

Government of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina to provide vaccines for its citizens on 

its own initiative. (M.G., klix.ba, 2021) 

The Federal Minister of Health, Vjekoslav Mandić, pointed out that the Federation of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina believed in the COVAX system, and that the procurement of vaccines was much more 

difficult than originally expected (B.R., klix.ba, 2021), and the Government of the Federation of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina formed a new body on March 25, 2021, which was in charge for the 

procurement of vaccines. (D.Be, 2021) However, on the same day, 49,800 vaccines from Pfizer 

and AstraZeneca arrived at the international airport in Sarajevo through the COVAX system for 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, and they were also the first vaccines that the Federation of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina received without being a donation from other countries. (M.G., klix.ba, 2021) 

However, out of that number of donated vaccines, Goražde, as one of the cities most affected by 

the COVID-19 virus in Bosnia and Herzegovina, received only 250 doses of vaccines, which is a 

devastating fact. (B.R., klix.ba, 2021) On March 27, 2021, the Prosecutor's Office of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina launched an investigation against Fadil Novalić and other high-ranking politicians in 

the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina for not procuring vaccines and endangering the lives of 

citizens, however, just as it is the case with the respirators affair, no significant actions were taken 

in solving the criminal case either. (S.M., 2021) At the end of March 2021, Fadil Novalić, as Prime 

Minister of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, signed a letter of intent to purchase 500,000 

doses of the Chinese Sinopharm vaccine. (R.D., klix.ba, 2021) However, information leaked to the 

public almost at the same time that the Government of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

insisted on purchasing the Russian vaccine, even though they did not have the necessary storage 

conditions for it, which once again stirred spirits in the domestic public. (R.D., klix.ba, 2021) 

At the beginning of April 2021, the citizens of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina protested 

to show their dissatisfaction with the work of federal institutions and demanded the resignation of 
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the relevant politicians due to incompetence and corrupt activities. (Be, 2021) Previously 

unsuccessful attempts by the government of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as 

the cantonal government, led to the situation that the cantonal governments and the government of 

the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina embarked on a joint procurement of vaccines, and the 

Russian Sputnik V was identified as the primary vaccine for procurement. (G.M., klix.ba, 2021)  

Although during the entire vaccine procurement process, "Russian" and "Chinese" vaccines were 

kept separate as a last possible solution, at the end of April 2021, information appeared in the media 

that the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina would start producing the Russian vaccine Sputnik 

V. (B.R., klix.ba, 2021) The start of the production did not start, but this information indicated that 

the representatives of political parties in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina were ready to 

follow the official discourse of the foreign policy of Bosnia, according to which Bosnia and 

Herzegovina will cooperate with all the countries in order to ensure its welfare, although Russia 

was often seen as a destabilising factor in Western Balkans, but also as a country which through 

vaccine diplomacy want to increase its influence in Western Balkans. (Popović, European Western 

Balkans, 2021) 

By mid-May 2021, more than half a million vaccines against the COVID-19 virus had arrived in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, (N.V., klix.ba, 2021) however, many of these vaccines were kept for 

revaccination of the population, which ultimately turned out to be a wrong decision, since a large 

number of vaccines failed due to expiry date both in federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and in 

Republika Srpska. (D.Be., klix.ba, 2021) 

On May 21, 2021, the Director of the Public Health Institute of the Federation of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Davor Pehar, resigned from his position, due to the enormous pressure placed on 

him, which was reflected in his role in the process of coordinating the procurement of vaccines in 

the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Herzegovina. (G.M., klix.ba, 2021) Pehar was often 

seen in the media, along with the Prime Minister of the Government of the Federation of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, Fadil Novalić, as the main culprit for the failure of the MedImpex contract with 

the Government of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina in the process of procuring 100,000 

"Sputnik V" vaccines, which were supposed to be procured back in March. in 2021 
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Although the population of Bosnia and Herzegovina had a completely different attitude regarding 

the culprits for the non-procurement of vaccines in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bosnian politicians 

constantly saw the culprit for the non-arrival of vaccines in Bosnia and Herzegovina in the 

international system for the distribution of COVAX, which according to their claims is ongoing 

The COVID-19 pandemic has favored rich countries, leaving less developed countries to fend for 

themselves with a pandemic they have never faced before. Such views were not only expressed by 

politicians at the state level, but also by politicians at non-entity levels, especially in the Federation 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which, unlike the Republic of Srpska, failed to procure vaccines 

directly from manufacturers in China and Russia. (B.R., klix.ba, 2021) 

Nevertheless, at the end of May 2021, the Sarajevo Canton Government decided to independently 

start the procurement of vaccines from the manufacturer Gamaleya, which produces the Sputnik V 

vaccine. (B.R., klix.ba, 2021) Such actions met with the approval of the citizens, who believed that 

such measures should have been taken even earlier, however, this process remained in the shadow 

of the scandal according to which the representatives of the Government of the Federation of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina slowed down and blocked the process of procuring vaccines, since in the 

procurement process favoured Chinese Sinopharm vaccines. (D.Be., klix.ba, 2021) What is 

interesting to point out is that at the end of May 2020, the American army, with the help of the 

NATO alliance, and through the mediation of the Ministry of Health of the Federation of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, donated a certain amount of medical equipment for hospitals in the Federation 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Such engagement of the United States of America in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and Western Balkans in general was rarity, and that occasion remained largely 

unreported by the media in Bosnia and Herzegovina. (Radio Slobodna Europa, 2020) 

After his initial statement that "the Government of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina did 

not want to procure vaccines because they did not want to play the role of the state" met with a 

barrage of criticism, Fadil Novalić made another statement at the beginning of June 2021 in which 

he pointed out that "Bosnia and Herzegovina she did not run for the procurement of vaccines in 

order not to be a guinea pig like Serbia and Israel". (M.G., klix.ba, 2021) At that moment, Serbia, 

Israel and Great Britain were the countries that had the best results in terms of the number of 

infected, as well as based on the number of deaths and the percentage of the vaccinated population. 
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Not long after this statement, after numerous promises to procure 1,000,000 doses of the Pfizer 

vaccine and 500,000 doses of the Russian vaccine, the Government of the Federation of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina tried to conclude a contract with the Chinese company Sinopharm, which was in 

charge of providing 500,000 doses of vaccines to the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Based 

on the previous experience of procurement of medical equipment, the ruling structures in Sarajevo 

Canton led by the opposition party "Naša Stranka" decided to ask Fadil Novalić to submit the 

contract on the procurement of vaccines by the Chinese company Sinopharm, which led to new 

confusion about the incompetence between politicians on entity and cantonal level. (V.K., klix.ba, 

2021) (FENA, klix.ba, 2021)  

What is interesting to emphasize is the fact that Serbia at mid-June 2021 donated 5.000 

AstraZeneca vaccines to Tuzla canton (N.V., klix.ba, 2021), but shortly after was criticized for 

cheating citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina, since according to member of parliamentary 

assembly - Šemsudin Mehmedović “Serbia used this crisis to develop the COVID-19 tourism and 

that costs of getting vaccinated in Serbia are much higher than the benefits.” (M.G., klix.ba, 2021) 

In July 2021, the contract on the procurement of vaccines by Sinopharma was finally signed (V.K., 

klix.ba, 2021), and soon after it finally came to light, and it became known that the Government of 

the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina paid 12,500,000 KM for 500,000 Chinese vaccines 

(N.V., klix.ba, 2021), and this contract also represented the first major direct procurement by the 

government of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, since previous attempts were 

unsuccessful. 

Although politicians at the state and entity levels often criticized the European Union and its 

mechanisms for the distribution of vaccines, in mid-July 2021 it was announced that almost 

700,000 vaccines should arrive in Bosnia and Herzegovina by the end of September 2021 through 

systems COVAX, EU4Health and as a donation from the United States of America. (N.V., klix.ba, 

2021)  

On July 19, 2021, the news was announced that the Republika Srpska will donate a certain number 

of AstraZeneca vaccines to the Faculty of Medicine in Tuzla, the health center in Mostar and some 

local self-government units in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina where Serb returnees live. 

This form of inter-entity cooperation is extremely surprising, since such situations are rare. 
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However, at the moment when it was announced that the Republika Srpska would donate a certain 

number of vaccines to another entity, the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina still did not have 

a single vaccine directly purchased, while the Republika Srpska had over 300,000 directly 

purchased vaccines. (G.M., klix.ba, 2021) 

At the beginning of August 2021, a plane with 500,000 doses of the Sinopharm vaccine finally 

landed in Sarajevo, which represented the first vaccines directly purchased by the Federation of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, almost 10 months after other countries received the first vaccines, and 

almost 3 months after the Republic Serbia acquired the first doses of vaccines. (D.Be., klix.ba, 

2021) In this way, he partially eased the pressure that was "hanging over the heads" of politicians 

in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina both because of the previous scandals and because of 

the unsuccessful attempts to procure vaccines for this entity of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

The first direct procurement of vaccines by the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the 

positive balance of the number of newly infected people led to the fact that the story about the 

procurement of vaccines in Bosnia and Herzegovina was significantly reduced. In October 2021, 

another 60,000 doses of the Modern vaccine arrived in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which also 

represents the first contingent of vaccines from this manufacturer, of which the Federation of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina received 40,000 doses, while the Republika Srpska received 20,000 doses. 

However, due to the lack of use of vaccines, at the end of October 2021, more than 200,000 

vaccines produced by AstraZeneca and China's Sinopharm were destroyed in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. (G.Š., 2021) These data are extremely significant, since according to the report 

published at the end of October 2021 in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, only 22% of 

the adult population was vaccinated, which is an extremely low percentage taking into account the 

number of vaccines that had been purchased by the entity itself, as well and through donations and 

procurement of vaccines at the state level. (B.T., 2021) 

Although the Republika Srpska was able to better approach the entire process of vaccine 

procurement due to a simpler administrative arrangement, since there was no overlapping of 

responsibilities between different levels of government, it should be recognized that the competent 

institutions in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina did a much better job when it comes to 

promoting immunization campaigns, as well as campaigns to inform citizens about the real effects 

of the vaccine in order to fight the conspiracy theories that have characterized the COVID-19 
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pandemic on a global level as best as possible. (Zavod Zdravstvenog Osiguranja Kantona Sarajevo, 

2021) (Zavod za javno zdravstvo Federacije Bosne i Hercegovine, n.d.) In the Federation of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, at the end of 2021, the immunization campaign of the population started, which 

took place in large shopping centers, where you could get vaccinated without prior notice, which 

was otherwise necessary. (V.K., klix.ba, 2022) 

Republika Srpska 

As we have previously stated, the first recorded case of infection with the COVID-19 virus in BiH 

was declared in the Republika Srpska on March 5, 2020. Some of the main politicians from this 

entity, such as the Chairman of the Council of Ministers of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Zoran 

Tegeltija, pointed out that there is no room for panic, which is why the Republika Srpska has 

declared state of emergency on March 28, 2020 (17 days after that happened in FBiH). (I.P:, 2020) 

The Serbian member of the Presidency, Milorad Dodik, pointed out that the impose of a state of 

emergency in this entity of Bosnia and Herzegovina was a justified measure, and he regularly used 

his appearances in public to promote his work and neglect the work of the opposition. (SRNA, 

klix.ba, 2020) In order to implement preventive measures, the Republic Headquarters for 

Emergency Situations is on March 21, 2020. declared a police hour in the entire Republika Srpska, 

which was in force from 8 pm to 5 am (Jakovljević, Anadolu Agency, 2020), and stricter measures 

were announced shortly after and were in power till the end of April when their gradual easing 

began. It is interesting to point out the fact that Milorad Dodik on April 30, 2020 pointed out that 

the epidemiological situation in Republika Srpska had worsened (SRNA, klix.ba, 2020), and only 

12 days later, under pressure from the public and the electorate, as president of the ruling party in 

Republika Srpska - the Union of Independent Social Democrats (SNSD), he pointed out that „This 

political party is for the suspension of state of emergency in Republika Srpska“ (SRNA, klix.ba, 

2020). It should be noted that during the entire COVID-19 pandemic in Republika Srpska, only the 

Minister of Health, Alen Šeranić had, almost the only, public appearances besides Milorad Dodik, 

while the role of other entity politicians was marginal or non-existent. 

What is also interesting to emphasize is the fact that the views of the citizens of Republika Srpska 

expressed in the poll presented in chapter 5 are almost identical to those expressed by entity 

political officials during the pandemic, but to which extent is that justified? 
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The first external actor that came to help to Republika Srpska was the Republic of Serbia after 

Milorad Dodik talked with the President of Serbia, Aleksandar Vučić, on March 31, 2020. 

Although, according to previous announcements, it was pointed out that Serbia will donate medical 

aid to the whole of Bosnia and Herzegovina (D.Be., klix.ba, 2020), on April 1, 2020, Serbia 

exclusively donated 10 respirators, 30,000 epidemiological N95 masks, 2,000 protective suits, 200 

goggles and 50,000 gloves to the Republika Srpska (I.P., klix.ba, 2020), and Milorad Dodik pointed 

out that “in this way Serbia has shown that it cares about the Republika Srpska” (SRNA, klix.ba, 

2020). Shortly after the donation from Serbia, on April 9, 2020, three cargo planes with medical 

aid donated by Russia arrived in Republika Srpska (SRNA, klix.ba, 2020) (SRNA, klix.ba, 2020) 

(SRNA, klix.ba, 2020), while on April 16, a cargo plane with medical aid donated by Hungary also 

landed at the Banja Luka airport (SRNA, klix.ba, 2020). Although he said only 9 days earlier that 

"Republika Srpska needs donations from external actors, since Republika Srpska has lost more 

than 750,000,000 euros due to the COVID-19 virus pandemic" (SRNA, klix.ba, 2020), Milorad 

Dodik soon changed his political discourse and on April 18, he pointed out that "due to the lack of 

humanitarian and financial assistance from the European Union, he would never take anything 

from them again, because the European Union turned its back on Republika Srpska due to delays 

in releasing exports of medical materials and equipment." (A.D., klix.ba, 2020) However, this is 

not the first such case, since on March 19, Dodik called on European officials for their lack of 

interest in resolving the COVID-19 virus pandemic in Bosnia and Herzegovina. He pointed out 

that "the Republika Srpska was abandoned by the European Union, which is why the people of the 

Republika Srpska are looking in the direction of China, which previously provided a number of 

masks and disinfectants in order to suppress the further spread of the virus." (SRNA, klix.ba, 2020)  

On April 20, 2020, the International Monetary Fund approved a "COVID loan" to Bosnia and 

Herzegovina in the amount of 330 million euros, of which the Republika Srpska received 38% 

while the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina received 62% (both entities donated 0.5% Brcko 

District with the aim of combating the COVID-19 virus pandemic) (I.P., klix.ba, 2020). A summit 

of EU heads of state was held in Zagreb on May 6, 2020, during which the recovery from the crisis 

was discussed, but it was once again emphasized that the European Union will continue to support 

the Western Balkan countries on their path to joining the European Union, but also in the process 

of recovering from the effects of the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. (Tuhina, 2020) 
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It is interesting to point out that on April 21, 2020, by the decision of the Emergency Situations 

Headquarters, the Republika Srpska decided to hand over the humanitarian aid donation of the 

Government of Slovenia to the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which is not such a frequent 

case of inter-entity cooperation, (Jakovljević, Anadolu Agenccy, 2020) and on April 22, 2020, the 

third contingent of humanitarian aid from the Republic of Serbia arrived in Republika Srpska 

(SRNA, klix.ba, 2020), after which a kind of rhetorical pause was made, during which measures 

were relaxed and tightened again in order to find an ideal solution, and political discourses were 

adjusted to ad-hoc potentials for collecting medical aid from different external actors. 

Political appearances and the introduction of pro-Russian discourse began in the summer of 2020, 

or to be more specific on August 19, 2020, when Milorad Dodik pointed out that he was going to 

Russia to provide contingents of Russian vaccines (SRNA, klix.ba, 2020), which stirred spirits in 

European circles since many European officials were emphasizing during the Zagreb summit that 

„all Western Balkan countries must align their foreign policies with those of the European Union, 

and that authoritarian states such as China and Russia could increase their influence in the Western 

Balkans through donations of medical aid as a form of soft power.“ (Tuhina, 2020) During the 31st 

special session of the United Nations Assembly, Dodik pointed out that „only united, we can 

overcome the pandemic of the COVID-19 virus and that no one is safe until we are all safe.“ 

However, he used the opportunity to once again call out the European Union, since he stated that 

"Even the European Union succumbed to the challenge of the COVID-19 virus, which forced 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, as a country of limited resources, to seek the help of friends at the 

international level, although many did not like it." (SRNA, klix.ba, 2020) 

At the beginning of 2021, while all countries in the region were procuring significant contingents 

of vaccines, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and thus the Republika Srpska, relied on a small number of 

vaccines promised by Russia and China. On January 20, 2021, Dodik pointed out that "Republika 

Srpska institutions are behaving responsibly, caring for their citizens and working on vaccines, and 

that 10,000 vaccines should arrive from Russia in the next 7 days." (SRNA, klix.ba, 2021) Only 2 

days later, Dodik spoke with Chinese Ambassador to Bosnia and Herzegovina and asked him to 

procure Chinese vaccines against the COVID-19 virus to Bosnia and Herzegovina as soon as 

possible (R.D., klix.ba, 2021). However, it seems that Milorad Dodik's political discourse was not 

significantly bothered by the fact that Republika Srpska received only 1,000 of the promised 10,000 
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doses from Russia in early February, and the promise that Russia should deliver 200,000 doses of 

Sputnik-V vaccine to Republika Srpska by the end of February was not fulfilled too. At the 

beginning of March, out of the promised 200,000 vaccines for Republika Srpska, only 10% of the 

total amount arrived from Russia, but on that occasion Dodik did not express the slightest 

dissatisfaction with Russia's non-fulfilment, but continued to criticize the European Union for 

introducing COVID passports, since, according to his words „In this way, European Union 

discriminates residents of non-EU countries.“ (SRNA, klix.ba, 2021) 

Although during the COVID-19 pandemic at short intervals, Milorad Dodik made diametrically 

opposed decisions, according to everything done and the level of commitment to obtain medical 

aid from external actors, Dodik was one of the most active figures on the political scene in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina. It seems that Dodik was one of the few politicians who had a pragmatic approach 

throughout Bosnia and Herzegovina when it came to providing humanitarian aid and procuring 

vaccines, but forcing pro-Russian political discourse proved to be completely unjustified, as 

expectations regarding donations were large, however only a small part of them was fulfilled. 

According to official data from the Ministry of Civil Affairs, the entities in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

purchased 1,237,380 doses of vaccines through direct procurement, which makes a total of 29.87% 

of the total number of vaccines, however, there is no data on how many vaccines were purchased 

from which manufacturer neither the data on the distribution of vaccines across the entities. 

In the following sub-chapter, I describe situation, preventive measures and provide overview of 

COVID-19 pandemics in Montenegro, as well as efforts implemented by the great world super-

powers to try to mitigate the consequences and number of victims who died from COVID-19. Aside 

from that, shifts of narratives, primarily from President Milo Đukanović and Government of 

Montenegro are shown to try to understand the pragmatism and opportunism as main policy-drivers 

during time of the pandemics. 

4.3.2. Montenegro 

Similar to Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro had significant problems in procuring vaccines. 

However, unlike Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the administrative division of the state and the 

overlapping of responsibilities between different levels of government had the greatest negative 

impact during the entire process of vaccine procurement, in Montenegro, as a unitary state, this 

was not the case. Montenegro has a state-level Ministry of Health which, during the entire process 
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of vaccine procurement, acted as a coordinating body between the Government and producers, 

which is why the process of vaccine procurement, although slow, was never questioned. However, 

what represented the biggest problem for Montenegro was the division in power, whereby the 

government that was formed during the COVID-19 pandemic often did not have significant support 

from the national assembly, and the government's focus often changed from the COVID-19 virus 

pandemic to other internal topics that were current in Montenegro in those days, such as the law 

on the expropriation of the land of religious institutions, the request for autocephaly of the 

Montenegrin Orthodox Church, and internal disagreements between the pro-Serbian and pro-

Montenegrin populations, which often resulted in conflict. This section details this, contextualizing 

Montenegro’s vaccine procurement within vaccine diplomacy and political discourses. 

Although Montenegro successfully resisted the pandemic of the COVID-19 virus almost three 

months after the first recorded case of infection in Europe, on the sixteenth of March 2020, the first 

cases of infection were recorded in two female persons who had previously stayed in areas affected 

by the pandemic of the COVID-19 virus. However, even before the first cases of infection with the 

COVID-19 virus were registered, Montenegro took preventive measures to prevent and contain the 

spread of the infection as much as possible. (Živić, 2020) 

Thus, already at the beginning of 2020, public gatherings, visits to hospitals and prisons were 

prohibited, classes were suspended, restaurants and cafes were closed, social distancing was 

introduced, and no more than 50 people could enter at the same time in all facilities, regardless of 

the area. In addition, cruise ships are prohibited from entering Montenegrin ports, international 

passenger traffic, regardless of the type of transport, was also temporarily suspended. (Živić, 2020) 

(senat.ne, 2020) 

The new measures significantly disrupted the "normal life" of Montenegrin citizens, and political 

officials at the state level justified these measures as necessary to protect public health and maintain 

the general well-being of the population. During the outbreak of the pandemic in Montenegro, the 

National Coordinating Body (NCT) was appointed as well as the crisis headquarters, which 

represented established practice in all Balkan countries, and which adopted measures in accordance 

with the number of infected and the tendency of the pandemic to spread further. (senat.me, 2020) 
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Just as it was the case with other countries both in the Balkans and in Europe, but also in the world, 

shortly after the appearance of the infection among the population, Montenegro quickly reached a 

large number of infected people, and political officials in Montenegro constantly criticized the 

casual attitude of the young people (Redakcija Pobjede, pobjeda.me, 2020), as well as the "religious 

processions" that were organized throughout Montenegro as one of the reasons why the pandemic 

was not suppressed (Redakcija Pobjede, pobjeda.me, 2020), new, more restrictive measures were 

announced at the state level, and Minister of Health, Kenan Hrapović, pointed out that even the 

scenario of a complete lockdown still cannot be ruled out with 100% certainty, which Montenegro 

resisted for a long time in order to save the touristic season as much as possible. (J.B., 2020) The 

situation was particularly alarming in smaller towns, as well as in hard-to-reach mountainous areas 

of Montenegro, where residents refused to comply with the prescribed rules, but also due to 

difficulties in providing logistical assistance in a given places. (Redakcija Pobjede, pobjeda.me, 

2020)  

In October 2020, the Montenegrin Minister of Health, Kenan Hrapović, pointed out that 

„Montenegro submitted a request for the procurement of vaccines, and signed an agreement, which 

ensures the receipt of a guaranteed dose, without waiting for a subsequent application, of the 

vaccine against the corona virus, when it is produced.“ (Redakcija Pobjede, pobjeda.me, 2020) By 

signing this agreement, Montenegro joined the COVAX Mechanism for vaccines against COVID-

19, which was initiated by the World Health Organization (WHO) with the aim of enabling 

procurement and fair distribution among the countries participating in this agreement. However, 

the COVAX mechanism, as a key part of the GAVI (Global Alliance for Vaccines and 

Immunization) initiative, guarantees enough vaccines to vaccinate only 20% of the entire 

population of the country that accesses the mechanism (Radio Kotor, 2020), and that for the most 

vulnerable groups, as well as workers who in their work may encounter patients with viruses or 

belong to the risk groups defined by the World Health Organization. (World Health Organization, 

World Health Organization, n.d.) 

Just one month later, on November 13, the Vice President of the Government of Montenegro, 

Milutin Simović, resigned from the position of President of the National Coordinating Body 

(NCT), and his place was taken by the then Minister of Health, Kenan Hrapović, whose name 
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was already covered by a veil of affairs and embezzlement of money during the fight against 

COVID-19. (mina.news, 2020) 

In mid-January 2021, the newly elected Minister of Health, Jelena Borovinić Bojović, pointed 

out „that the vaccination against the COVID-19 virus will begin at the end of January or the 

beginning of February 2021, with the Government of Montenegro negotiating with a large 

number of countries on a bilateral and multilateral level, but also international organizations in 

order to provide their citizens with a vaccine against the COVID-19 virus.“ (A.O., 2021) Also, 

at the same time, the plan of the Institute for Public Health of Montenegro was presented, which 

defined the risk groups that are presented as priority in the process of vaccination of citizens, 

and the epidemiologist in front of the Institute for Public Health, Dragan Laušević, pointed out 

that „there is no reason for concern in terms of equipment and technical capacities necessary for 

the transport and storage of vaccines whose arrival was predicted.“ These views were confirmed 

by the representative of the World Health Organization in Montenegro - Mina Brajović, who 

pointed out „that the National Strategy for Immunization has only one goal, and that is an 

unhindered and equally available vaccine for everyone in Montenegro.“ On this occasion, the 

newly elected Minister of Health pointed out that „vaccination will not be mandatory in 

Montenegro, but each of the citizens of Montenegro will have the opportunity to decide for 

themselves whether they will receive the vaccine against COVID-19 or not.“ (Omeragić, 2021) 

On January 1th, 2021, during the press conference, the newly appointed Minister of Health of 

Montenegro - Jelena Borovinić Bojović made accusations against her predecessor - Kenan 

Hrapović, that „due to his omission there was a standstill in the negotiations on the procurement of 

vaccines, thereby endangering public health and that this case should be dealt with specially state 

prosecutor's office.“ (rtcg.me, 2021) On January 20th, the news was announced that the special 

state prosecutor's office had formed a case and started an investigation to determine whether there 

were any omissions by the former government that caused a delay in the procurement of vaccines 

against the corona virus. (AlJazeera, 2021) 

Only two days later, Montenegro was offered the first aid in terms of vaccines, which was reflected 

in the donation of the Greek businessman, Petros Statis, close to the regime of the former 

Montenegrin President Milo Đukanović. Petros Statis, the owner of Adriatic Properties and 

Universal Capital Bank, initiated the donation of 10,000 Chinese Sinopharm vaccines to 
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Montenegro (AlJazeera, 2021), and this case represents a kind of precedent in the Balkans, since 

usually authoritarian states like Russia, Turkey and China were the first to come to the aid of the 

Western Balkan states. Not long after that, Montenegro signed a bilateral agreement with China on 

the procurement of 150,000 vaccines from the Chinese manufacturer Sinopharm. (bankar.me, 

2021) Shortly after, Montenegro received medical help from Hungary (Medicalcg.me, 

medicalcg.me, 2021) and France (Medicalcg.me, medicalcg.me, 2021) who opted in for 

collaboration with Montenegro in fight against COVID-19. 

Although the political officials of the Montenegrin government, led by the Minister of Health 

Jelena Borovinić Bojović, announced that „the vaccination of the population in Montenegro would 

begin at the end of January or the beginning of February“, this did not happen, and Montenegro 

broke negative records at the European level in the given period. regarding the percentage of people 

infected with the COVID-19 virus, which in that period reached as much as 10%. (Milić, 2021) 

Minister Borovinić-Bojović pointed out at the beginning of February that „the vaccination will start 

in the middle of February, and that in the coming period a large number of vaccines are expected 

from China and Russia“. It is interesting to point out that at the same time as these events, despite 

the lack of vaccines against COVID-19, the Ministry of Health sent 10,000 vaccines donated by 

Petros Statis for additional testing, and some of the political officials even accused him of trying 

to achieve political influence in Montenegro. (Milić, 2021) 

In the middle of February 2021, the embassy of the People's Republic of China in Montenegro 

announced that „Montenegro, following the principles of its foreign policy, had asked the People's 

Republic of China through a bilateral agreement for help in providing vaccines to vaccinate the 

population against the COVID-19 virus, and that China would , as a long-time friend and partner 

of Montenegro, to meet this request, and in the future to donate 30,000 vaccines to Montenegro.“ 

(Embassy of the People's Republic of China in Montenegro, 2021) 

On March 30, 2021, Montenegro received the first contingent of 24,000 AstraZeneca vaccines 

through the COVAX mechanism, and UNICEF was in charge of transporting the vaccines as an 

organization that annually supplies more than two billion vaccines for immunization against 

various diseases. (UNICEF Crna Gora, UNICEF Crna Gora, 2021) The second contingent of 

24,000 AstraZeneca vaccines arrived in Montenegro through the COVAX mechanism on May 14, 

2021, but a major problem was citizens' mistrust of the AstraZeneca vaccine's effectiveness, which 
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is why political officials, as well as officials of international organizations such as UNICEF and 

WHO had to encourage citizens regarding immunization with the AstraZeneca vaccine. (UNICEF 

Crna Gora, UNICEF Crna Gora, 2021) 

In the first three months since the start of vaccination in Montenegro, this country exceeded the 

European average for middle-level countries (11%), as well as the average vaccination rate of 

citizens in the region (20%), since by May 14, 2021, 22% had been vaccinated population. 

However, these data should be taken with a grain of salt, since only 600,000 people live in 

Montenegro, which is far less than in other countries of the region. (UNICEF Crna Gora, UNICEF 

Crna Gora, 2021) 

Negative trends in terms of the number of infected people, as well as in terms of the percentage of 

deaths from the corona virus, continued throughout 2021, and on July 21, 2021, due to the second 

wave of the COVID-19 virus, an epidemic of the COVID-19 virus was declared throughout the 

territory of Montenegro. and the measures that were in force were reduced and strengthened 

depending on the number of infected. (Z.K., 2020) A similar trend continued in 2022, since in July 

2022 the mandatory wearing of masks was again introduced in public administration institutions, 

grocery stores, pharmacies and gas stations, all in order to mitigate the consequences of the 

COVID-19 virus as much as possible and thus saved the tourist season in Montenegro, which 

represents an extremely significant source of income for this small country in the Western Balkans. 

(Radio Slobodna Evropa, Radio Slobodna Evropa, 2022) (D.C., 2022) 

Through the portal www.euprava.me, we tried to get information from the Ministry of Health of 

Montenegro about „how many vaccines Montenegro received through bilateral agreements with 

other countries, how many they acquired directly from manufacturers, how many through 

donations, and how many through the COVAX mechanism as part of the global GAVI alliance.“ 

However, to date, no one from the Ministry of Health of Montenegro has responded to our request 

for free access to information. 

As part of the research, I managed to get in touch with Professor Srđan Darmanović, professor at 

the Faculty of Political Sciences of the University of Montenegro and former Minister of Foreign 

Affairs in the Government of Montenegro.  
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At the very beginning of our interview, Professor Darmanović pointed out that „the position of 

Montenegro in a geopolitical sense is significantly different from the position of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, which has destabilizing factors among its political elite, as well as Serbia, which, 

despite its clear commitment to the pro-European path and western integration, is still trying to sit 

on two chairs and closely cooperates with Eastern partners (primarily Russia and China).  

“In contrast to the previously mentioned two states, Montenegro is a unitary state that clearly 

decided for the pro-European path back in 2006, when the National Assembly of Montenegro voted 

for the independence of this state from Serbia, which is why it is clear in whom Montenegro had 

the most confidence in the entire process of fighting against the COVID-19 pandemic, including 

procuring vaccines and necessary medical equipment.“  

Professor Darmanović states that the biggest partner of Montenegro in the fight against the 

pandemic was the European Union, even after the change of government, which is latently pro-

Russian, primarily thanks to church circles that have achieved great political power in Montenegro. 

“It was these (church) circles that tried to influence the creation of a new foreign policy alternative 

for Montenegro, directed towards eastern countries embodied in Russia and China, which only 

partially happened despite the promise of the newly formed ruling coalition that the foreign policy 

goals defined in 1997 and confirmed when Montenegro gained independence , in 2006 will not 

change.”  

Darmanović pointed out that “Russia tried on several occasions during the COVID-19 pandemic 

to gain influence in Montenegro, but they did not succeed, while China's soft influence and political 

discourse was primarily reflected in the realisation of infrastructure projects, the most significant 

of which is the construction the Bar-Boljane highway, while during the fight against the COVID-

19 pandemic, China did not have a significant contribution in Montenegro, but primarily sought to 

protect its financial interests, which were reflected in the sale of vaccines to other countries.”  

Another factor that is often unfairly neglected when analyzing political influences in the Western 

Balkans is Turkey, which closely cooperated with the minority Bosniak-Muslim community in 

Montenegro, however Turkey's efforts to help Montenegro were often sporadic and localized only 

to certain municipalities. which is why Turkey could also be written off as a more significant factor 

in terms of vaccine procurement and donations. At the very end, Professor Darmanović claimed 



University of Sarajevo 
Faculty of Political science 
Master Thesis 

73 
 

that “Regional cooperation in the area of the Western Balkans during the pandemic could have 

been significantly better than it was, and states that the main causes for this attitude are latent 

intolerance, mistrust and insecurity that has become entrenched in the region of the Western 

Balkans.”  

However, on the other hand, Darmanović claims that „The establishment of green corridors and 

the liberal cooperation of the countries of the Western Balkans have shown to a certain extent that 

there is a desirable and favorable form of cooperation between the countries that gives a kind of 

semblance of regional cooperation and „normal relations“ between the countries of the Western 

Balkans“. He pointed out that „It would be good to achieve a kind of cohesion with regard to the 

foreign policy goals of the countries in the Western Balkans, since uniform discourses could 

significantly facilitate future cooperation between the countries.“ 

Now, almost three years after the start of the pandemic, it seems that these views of Professor 

Darmanović have a very good basis in the facts that are available to the public. Since the beginning 

of the pandemic, the European Union and its member states have donated over 116 million euros, 

and over 520,000 vaccines, which represents an amount that is significantly greater than the amount 

of donated doses of all other countries together.  

 

Table 2 - Percentage of donated vaccines to Montenegro 
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Aside from that, the fact that the negotiations with Russia on the purchase of the Russian vaccine 

Sputnik Light failed due to a delay in the process of procuring of vaccines did not contribute to the 

construction of the opposite discourse regarding vaccine diplomacy. (Radio Slobodna Evropa, 

vijesti.me, 2021) 

In 2022, the Ministry of Health of Montenegro was taken over by Dado Šćekić, and Montenegro, 

with the help of foreign policy partners, continues to successfully fight against the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

What is interesting to point out is the fact that, compared to Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro 

started the process of procuring vaccines much earlier, which is why Montenegro paid much less 

money per vaccine dose than was the case with Bosnia and Herzegovina. Herzegovina, which paid 

even twice as much for certain doses of vaccines as Montenegro did. (Tanjug, ekspres.net, 2020) 

(SRNA, N1 Bosna i Hercegovina, 2021) 

In the following chapter, I am depicting the situation in Serbia and trying to find evidence and 

reasons why Serbia became regional and global prodigy when it comes to vaccine procurement. 

Aside from that, president Vučić’s official “active opportunity seeking” stances are to be 

investigated to try to realise if Serbia’s efforts were driven by pragmatism or once again by 

geopolitical games. 

4.3.3. Serbia 

During the 2018 GLOBSEC Forum held in Bratislava, Aleksandar Vucic repeated Serbia’s official 

stances regarding the country’s foreign policy directions vis-a-vis the EU, Russia and China by 

noting that “Serbia is striving to become a full member of the European Union and that the ultimate 

goal of Serbia's foreign policy is the finalization of the Euro-Atlantic integration process, but that 

this does not mean that Serbia will not cooperate with other partners that are not members of the 

European Union.” The "status quo" in terms of Serbia's foreign policy is quite often known to "stir 

up spirits" in Brussels, especially bearing in mind that Serbia has been a "military neutral" country 

since 2007 (Luković, 2019), which enables it to cooperate both with the European Union and with 

Russia and China. However, according to Professor Dragan Đukanović from the Department of 

Foreign Policy of Serbia at the Faculty of Political Sciences in Belgrade, "the decision to declare 

military neutrality in relation to the existing military alliances does not in itself represent Serbia's 

real military neutrality, but to a much greater extent distancing itself from the NATO alliance 
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because of the activities that this alliance carried out in the territory of Serbia at the end of the 20th 

and the beginning of the 21st century." 

Nevertheless, it was precisely this approach that enabled Serbia to have the most pragmatic 

approach of all the countries in the Western Balkans, which is why it entered the fight against the 

COVID-19 pandemic the most prepared and achieved the best results. The fact that most of the 

time, Serbia was the second country in Europe in terms of the number of acquired vaccines per 100 

inhabitants, right behind Great Britain (Good, 2021), while it was seventh in the world. In order to 

understand how this happened and how a small country like Serbia managed to achieve such 

enviable results, it is necessary to understand the foreign policy of Serbia, which is significantly 

different from the foreign policy of Montenegro, but also to see the fact that Serbia is a unitary 

state, which helped it to a significant extent to achieve significantly better results than Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, where there was a significant overlap of competences between institutions at 

different levels of government, which is why we can say with certainty that Serbia was in a 

somewhat more favourable situation political position. 

The Serbian government's pragmatism was primarily reflected in the adoption of a dispersive 

position in terms of foreign policy and the vaccine procurement process as part of the fight against 

the COVID-19 virus, where no foreign policy actor was predominant and in a privileged position 

as an exclusive partner in the fight against the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, it seems as if 

geopolitical games were played in Serbia on this occasion, which were often disguised with the 

aim of maintaining the "status quo" in Serbian foreign policy, and were often reflected in the kissing 

of the flags of other countries, the reception of airplanes with vaccines along with the highest 

statesmen honors as well as other examples that might seem to the average citizen to be political 

everyday life even though they were not. However, what was seen by the Serbian authorities as a 

pragmatic approach, was seen by the Western media as a strengthening of the soft power of Russia 

and China in Serbia, but also in the Western Balkans in general. Although the Serbian authorities 

have repeatedly emphasized that "with regard to cooperation with China and Russia during the 

pandemic, it is about lives, not geopolitics", the highly respected newspaper POLITICO pointed 

out that "this kind of cooperation between Serbia and its eastern partners reminds the EU of strong 

competition in this region .“ (Popović, European Western Balkans, 2021) 
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The first official case of infection with the COVID-19 virus was identified in a man from Subotica 

on March 6, 2020. At the same time, several people throughout Serbia were put under surveillance 

and quarantined with the aim of maximally preventing the further spread of the infection. (BBC 

News, 2020) During the identification of the first case of infection with the COVID-19 virus, the 

Serbian authorities, led by the Government, opened telephone numbers for emergency calls to 

people who think they have symptoms of a respiratory infection, as well as to people who have 

stayed in risk areas, in order to get information and be able to get information that is necessary with 

the aim of alleviating symptoms and preventing the further spread of the virus. In addition, the 

Ministry of Health of Serbia initiated the creation of the website ww.covid19.rs through which all 

residents of Serbia could obtain basic information about the virus, the current situation in Serbia, 

the tendency of its spread, as well as the number of infected, hospitalized and deceased persons as 

a result of the virus COVID-19, where it should be emphasized that the information published on 

the site was quite up-to-date, since it was updated twice a day. In addition, on this website, citizens 

were able to gain insight into the guide on self-assessment of symptoms, to contact the competent 

institutions via the telephone for emergencies, the "COVID telephone" was also opened, and the 

website also displayed the contact telephone numbers of all the COVID clinics in Serbia that also 

included mobile teams that tested people who suspected the presence of the COVID-19 virus in 

their bodies. (ww.covid19.rs)  

What is important to point out is the fact that even before the first case was confirmed, Serbia 

acquired adequate doses of tests and medical equipment, which indicates that Serbia acted as a 

preventive precaution, seeing the tendency of the virus to spread on a global level. The Crisis Staff 

of the Republic of Serbia, headed by Prime Minister Ana Brnabić, was formed shortly after the 

first registered case, and in addition to the Prime Minister, it included twenty five most significant 

names in the field of healthcare in the Republic of Serbia (paragraf.rs, n.d.), such as Predrag Kon 

and Zlatibor Lončar, who represented this virus at the very beginning as a virus that appeared in 

another part of the world and that does not represent a significant danger, calling it "funny" and 

harmless, and this attitude soon proved to be wrong, which is why some of the members of the 

crisis headquarters were removed from the media space, and their place is in the majority of cases 

was occupied by President Vučić who, as the Western media reported, "stole the show" with his 

performances during the COVID-19 pandemic. (Bechev, 2021) 

file:///C:/Users/Korisnik/Downloads/Knjige/ww.covid19.rs
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Five days later, on March 11, 2020, the global pandemic of the COVID-19 virus was declared 

(Radio Slobodna Evropa, Radio Slobodna Evropa, 2020), and on March 15, 2020, Serbia declared 

a state of emergency caused by the COVID-19 virus. (The Government of the Republic of Serbia, 

2020) The first to come to Serbia's aid were the European Union with a humanitarian aid package 

of 94,000,000 euros, Norway with 5,000,000 euros and Switzerland with 470,000 euros. In addition 

to them, the People's Republic of China also provided Serbia with significant help, which delivered 

medical material, respirators, medicines, masks and gloves and six expert doctors from the People's 

Republic of China to Serbia in order to help Serbia fight the COVID-19 virus pandemic as easily 

as possible. On the twelfth of March, three days before the introduction of the state of emergency 

in Serbia, a United Arab Emirates' plane landed at the Belgrade airport with humanitarian aid, 

which was reflected in X-ray and ultrasound machines, scanners, magnetic resonance machines 

and other medical equipment necessary for the treatment of COVID-19 patients. It is interesting to 

point out that until the publication of this data, on March 26, 2020, Russia, as an important foreign 

policy partner of Serbia, did not advertise its donations or even spoke about potential help. In 

addition to the European Union, the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) provided the 

most significant assistance to Serbia, which made 15 million euros available to Serbia for urgent 

needs from current programs and contracts, the United Nations Office for Project Services pointed 

out that 21 million euros will be transferred to Serbia from the European Integration Support 

Program, as well as that additional funds of 57.6 million euros, earmarked for projects that have 

not started, will be redirected to support the Serbian health system and overcoming the 

socioeconomic consequences of the crisis caused by the corona virus pandemic. (UNDP Srbija, 

2020) In addition, on March 20, 2020, Sam Fabrici, head of the EU delegation in Serbia, and 

Jadranka Joksimović, Minister for European Integration under the Government of Serbia, signed 

an agreement providing 7.5 million euros in non-refundable aid from the European Union, of which 

one million is intended for delivery medical equipment to Serbia. (Glavonjić, Radio Slobodna 

Evropa, 2020) 

On March 26, a plane with medical equipment landed from China, which was partly a donation 

from China, and partly medical equipment purchased by Serbia and co-financed by the European 

Union, and five days earlier, on March 21, a Chinese plane landed in Serbia with six medical 

experts, as well as with additional medical equipment from China. (Radio Slobodna Evropa, Radio 

Slobodna Evropa, 2020) Russia, as an important strategic partner of Serbia, became involved in 
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the entire process only on April 4th, delivering medical and technical equipment to Serbia, sending 

medical experts from the Russian Federation as well as disinfecting facilities, which was officially 

reported by the Embassy of the Russian Federation in Belgrade. (Ivković, 2020) 

At the end of March 2020, a political discourse about insufficient solidarity within the European 

Union appeared in some European countries (Juncos, 2021), and it further strengthened after the 

President of Serbia, Aleksandar Vučić, kissed the Chinese flag during the landing of a plane with 

medical workers and the necessary medical aid from Shanghai, which was seen in European circles 

as an additional distancing of Serbia from the European Union. (I.H., 2020) The quiet murmur of 

dissatisfaction that was heard in European circles due to such a move by President Vučić soon 

turned into an open protest, and the loudest were the members of the European Parliament, the 

COREPER organization, members of the European Commission, Carl Bildt as an extremely 

important high-ranking official in European circles, as well as Josep Borrell, who pointed out that 

China and Russia are using the situation caused by the pandemic to start a "battle of narratives" in 

the Western Balkans. (Smajić, 2020) 

Since, like in other countries of the world, the number shortly after the first confirmed case 

exceeded all the expectations of the crisis headquarters, Serbia had to start a more intensive 

procurement of medical and technical equipment, medical tests for the presence of the COVID-19 

virus, as well as protective equipment for medical personnel who was under the greatest pressure 

and by far the most exposed to work with infected persons. Just as it was the case with the 

procurement of vaccines from diversified sources, the same was the case with the medical 

equipment that came to Serbia from all foreign policy partners.  

Shortly after the development of the COVID-19 vaccine, Serbia was among the first European 

countries to administer jabs made in China, alongside Russia’s Sputnik V, Pfizer, AstraZeneca and 

Moderna. By mid April 2021, almost 43 doses had been given to every 100 people. (Hopkins, 

2021) Sputnik V vaccine came to testing in Serbia on beginning of December 2020 (semberija.info, 

2020), just as Chinese Sinopharm, first Pfizer and Biontech vaccines arrived in Serbia on December 

22, 2020 when Serbia got 4875 vaccines through COVAX system and that number represented less 

than a half of promised vaccines which should be used for inoculation of the medical workers, 

army and police officers, but Government of Serbia shifted initial plan and decided to inoculate 
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older population first. (Radio Slobodna Evropa, Radio Slobodna Evropa, 2020) (AlJazeera 

Balkans, 2020)  

What is important to emphasize that Serbia negotiated directly with vaccine producers too and did 

not rely exclusively on COVAX system, according to recommendations of World Health 

Organization. At the mid of January 2021, Serbia got million vaccines from Chinese manufacturer 

Sinopharm (M.G., klix.ba, 2021) and mass immunization started on January 19th, 2021. On this 

occasion, Aleksandar Vučić came out with strong populist rhetoric and claimed that this situation 

could be compared to “Titanic” where “the rich have tried to secure all the boats for themselves, 

and poor countries have been left to go down with the ship”. (Conley & Sarić, 2021) 

Once again, main figure in Serbian politics, president Vučić stole the show and got Chinese jab in 

remote village in Serbia to show that he trusts to Chinese vaccine, but also to show that it will be 

available in every corner of the country. According to data of Serbian Government, till mid of 

March 2021, Serbia inoculated more than 1,3 million citizens, while 862 000 received second jab, 

simultaneously, other countries in Western Balkans struggled to procure vaccines for their citizens. 

(Glavonjić, Radio Slobodna Evropa, 2021) 

Due to vaccine-scepticism of Serbian population and the factor that more than 2,6 million vaccines 

were procured and only 2,2 million were used till mid-march (Vuksanović, cepa.org, 2021), Serbia 

“mimicked” China and started their own vaccination diplomacy in Balkans. (Dinić, 2021) They 

previously donated vaccines to Bosnia and Herzegovina (The Government of Republic of Serbia, 

2021), Northern Macedonia (Reuters Stuff, 2021) (N1 Belgrade, 2021), Montenegro (Ralev, 2021) 

and Albania, and vaccinated Serbian population on north of Kosovo (Ničić, 2021) which Serbia 

views as its territory and according to some opinions “as final goal of Serbia’s vaccine diplomacy”. 

(Vuksanović, EU Observer, 2021)  

Interesting fact to emphasize is also the fact that Serbian population was not only vaccine-sceptical, 

but also Euro-sceptical regarding their help, because of which most of the inoculated people in 

Serbia decided to take Chinese jab 936 813 till mid-March 2021, 129 578 people received 

Pfizer/Biontech jab, 111 553 people received Sputnik V, while 105 693 people opted for 

AstraZeneca’s vaccine. (Glavonjić, Radio Slobodna Evropa, 2021) Aside from that, about 75% of 

respondents in a survey by the Belgrade Security Policy Center thought China helped Serbia the 
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most while just 3 percent thought it was the EU that did so. About 51 percent of respondents said 

that they were against joining the EU. (Petrov, 2021) 

In late march and beginning of April, Serbia seized momentum and started campaign through 

which people from neighbouring countries could register through e platform to receive jab in 

Serbia. (Vuksanović, cepa.org, 2021) Such campaign was quickly called “COVID tourism” (Radio 

Slobodna Evropa, Radio Slobodna Evropa, 2021), while some of the regional politicians claimed 

that Belgrade is giving old vaccines and that it is trying to make a profit out of pandemics on behalf 

of population of neighbouring countries. (M.G., klix.ba, 2021) However, through these actions and 

donations, Aleksandar Vučić collected regional sympathies, but also political points and placed 

Serbia as regional hegemon in terms of fight against COVID-19. (Mujanović, 2021) 

Not only vaccines, but also medical equipment continued coming in Serbia from all the political 

partners, European Union provided medical aid through RescEU project (europa.rs, 2020), United 

Arab Emirates send new package of medical aid (Tanjug, Ekspres.net, 2021) and France joined 

shortly after. (Ambasada Francuske u Srbiji, 2021) 

What is interesting is the fact Maglajlija noticed and that is that “vaccines in Serbia reflected 

Serbian foreign policy and political preferences of different highly ranked political officers. For 

example, minister for work and social questions Darija Kisić Tepavčević and prime minister – Ana 

Brnabić (both pro-European) received Pfizer/Biontech jab, Minister of internal affairs Aleksandar 

Vulin and president of national assembly, Ivica Dačić (both with strong pro-Russian attitudes) 

received Russian jab in front of TV cameras, while president Vučić emphasized that his choice is 

Chinese vaccine. (Maglajlija, 2021) 

If we look at the example of the behaviour of the Republic of Serbia and its response to the crisis, 

the head of state, although not directly the executive, behaved in such a way that he participated 

with the government and the prime minister in the creation of crisis management. Thus, without 

entering into a further discussion related to the competences of the President of the Republic of 

Serbia, Serbia was the first in the Western Balkans to have the necessary medical equipment, later, 

vaccines, and helped other countries in the region and positioned itself as a regional leader in 

stability and response to the pandemic. As Sijamija claims “The example of the Republic of Serbia, 

with a very clearly regulated system of response to crises, contributed to the development of crisis 
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management, where foreign policy played a key role in the procurement of equipment, vaccines, 

and action in the international response system to the pandemic.” (Sijamija, ULOGA VANJSKE 

POLITIKE U BORBI PROTIV PANDEMIJE, 2021) 

On May 20th, Torlak’s Sputnik V vaccines were approved by Russia which presented a huge leap 

toward provision of enough doses to other countries in region of Western Balkans which showed 

interest for Russia vaccine. (euractiv.rs, 2021), and in early June 2021, Belgrade based “Torlak” 

institute started manufacturing of Sputnik V vaccine after technology transfer from Moscow 

(xinhua, 2021). Three months later, Construction of the first Chinese vaccine factory in Europe 

began in Belgrade amid the fourth wave of the COVID-19 pandemic that ravages Serbia and its 

neighbouring countries. According to the claims of the Serbian President – Aleksandar Vučić, “this, 

new facility will provide 30 million COVID-19 doses starting from April 2022 with final aim to 

support Serbia and other countries in Western Balkans with supplies of Chinese developed 

Sinopharm vaccines.” (Embassy of the People Republic of China in Canada, 2021) Although all 

the western media saw these Chinese activities as an effort to increase their influence and soft 

power in region of Western Balkans, Serbian Minister of foreign affairs denied these claims and 

told that Chinese activities in Western Balkans are exclusively about saving lives, not geostrategy. 

(Zhang, 2021) However, in interview that I conducted with professor Dragan Đukanović from 

department for foreign policy of Serbia on Faculty of political sciences on University of Belgrade 

has opposite attitude and claims that “Chinese activities present geopolitical game with main effort 

to shift influence from exclusively infrastructural area to the area of political influence and 

economy in Serbia.” Aside from that, professor Đukanović claims that “Russia also tried to increase 

their influence not only in Serbia, but also in Republika Srpska as Serb-Majority part of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, where they previously had exclusively interests in area of energetics, but slowly 

started gaining also influence in political and economical areas, because of which, in near future, 

we could potentially see the COVID-19 hidden agenda from Kremlin and Beijing” 

Since the contracts signed by the Government of Serbia with vaccine manufacturers were quite 

shrouded in secrecy, and since it is extremely difficult to gather all the information about how many 

vaccines Serbia tried to get through donations and bilateral agreements with the countries, I used 

the mechanism of free access to information of public importance of Republic of Serbia and 

contacted the Ministry of Health of Serbia in order to search for the given information. On May 
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20th, they answered that they do not have the given information and that such information should 

be asked Institute for public health “Dr Milan Jovanović Batut”. On May 31st, I used the mechanism 

of free access to information of public importance of Republic of Serbia to contact the Institute for 

public health “Dr Milan Jovanović Batut” and ask for a given information, but once again they told 

me that they do not have a given information and that I should contact Government of Serbia as 

body that has the main part in process of vaccine procurement. Till today, no one from Government 

of Serbia sent a response to my e-mail.  

Until today (September 2, 2022), according to the data of the Institute of Public Health of Serbia - 

"Dr. Milan Jovanović Batut", 2,286,511 cases have been registered in Serbia, 10,689,969 people 

have been tested, 16,695 people have died, and the total percentage of mortality in Serbia is 0. 73%, 

which is below the world average of 1.08% (Source: Our world in data), whereby Serbia is by far 

the best in the Western Balkans region. 

Since the very beginning of COVID-19 pandemics, Serbia acted as regional prodigy who had 

enough amounts of medical equipment and vaccines all the time, which present a huge anomaly, 

not only in Western Balkans, but also in world. The fact that Serbia kept often criticized “Status 

quo” in foreign policy this time bear fruits since Serbia casted a wider foreign political net, which 

helped her procure vaccines from all the foreign actors with which Serbia cooperates. Even director 

of World Health Organisation (which initiated the creation of COVAX) in Serbia – Marijan Ivanuša 

praised Serbia’s efforts to procure vaccines from different sources and claimed that Serbia would 

be in much worse position if it relied exclusively on support from COVAX. (RTS & FoNET, N1 

Srbija, 2021)  
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5. Discussion  
Initially, China and Russia were the main actors in Western Balkans' infrastructural and energetics 

sector but quickly became „strategic partners“ in vaccine diplomacy. Their efforts were primarily 

reflected through donations of medical equipment, vaccines, and knowledge transfer. When 

European Union saw „Western Balkans' Eastern partners’ „tendencies, they quickly countered 

them to prevent the further spread of Russian and Chinese influence in the Western Balkans, which 

could result in further distancing from the European Union, and which could have as a final 

consequence destabilisation of the region of Western Balkans. European Union primarily helped 

through financial loans and donations, but according to the biggest number of experts, such help 

came late, which can be seen in the attitudes of the population in analysed countries which mainly 

see Russia and China as their biggest partners. What is interesting to emphasize is that, aside from 

small donation of vaccines to Kosovo and sporadic minor donations to Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

the United States of America had almost no influence in the region of Western Balkans when we 

speak about the fight against COVID-19 pandemics.  

My analysis shows three different approaches and political discourses among analysed countries.  

Bosnia and Herzegovina 
Bosnia and Herzegovina had severe political problems, which mainly reflected overlapping 

jurisdiction throughout the vaccine procurement process, just as numerous scandals shattered civil 

society in Bosnia and Herzegovina. In the process of vaccine procurement, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina primarily depended on the COVAX system, and lower levels of government started 

procuring vaccines independently from COVAX in April 2021. Aside from that, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, among the analysed countries, was the country that received the biggest number of 

donations from other countries, among which was also Serbia. Lack of Ministry of Health on the 

national level, corruption, incompetency of high political officers and dependence on the COVAX 

system led to the state that Bosnia and Herzegovina was among the worst performing countries in 

Europe when we speak about the fight against COVID-19. In Sarajevo Canton, at the peak of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, more people were dying than during the war siege of Sarajevo. During the 

pandemic in Bosnia and Herzegovina, inter-entity cooperation in Bosnia and Herzegovina was 

strong as ever before; for a moment, people in Bosnia and Herzegovina had a phantasm of 

normality in this captured state. 
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Political discourses from the highest-ranking politicians in Bosnia and Herzegovina varied during 

the pandemic. Milorad Dodik initially had a similar standpoint to Aleksandar Vučić – reflected in 

active opportunity seeking - and started bilateral conversations with China and Russia, but also 

relied on the COVAX system with the attitude of cautious opportunity seeking. However, after 

Aleksandar Vučić criticized European Union for lack of solidarity, Milorad Dodik did the same 

and started an “active alarmism” campaign against the EU while publicly glorifying Russia and 

China as “strategic partners in hard times”. Although Milorad Dodik's focus initially was 

exclusively on crisis management in Republika Srpska, in the phase of vaccine diplomacy, a 

turnaround was made, and more attention was given to (re)shaping political discourses towards 

foreign actors. It is not only political discourse which was “mirrored” from Serbia to Republika 

Srpska but also preventive measures and media campaigns which had the primary goal of glorifying 

Russia and China’s help, although the European Union made the biggest effort to mitigate 

consequences influenced by COVID-19 pandemics. 

In the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the situation was probably even more alarming due 

to the overlapping of political jurisdictions among cantons and entity, because of which, in April 

2021, lower levels of government started their vaccine procurement campaigns. Yet, in comparison 

to Republika Srpska, attitudes towards China and Russia were completely different during the 

initial period of the vaccine diplomacy phase. Bosniak member of the Presidency of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina – Šefik Džaferović, and Croat member of the Presidency – Željko Komšić (as highest 

ranked politicians in FBiH) seemed like they don’t want to antagonize their relationship to official 

Brussels, because of which they took “cautious opportunity seeking” attitude and did not want to 

get involved in any dynamic relationship to China and Russia. However, after the bust of the 

COVAX system, the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, led by entity prime minister – Fadil 

Novalić- started their vaccine procurement from Russia shortly after busted, and after that, from 

China, which proved to be a good solution. In this case, we can see the transfer from “cautious 

opportunity seeking” to “active opportunity seeking”, which finally ended with a “threat 

avoidance” attitude and, unlike Serbia and, to some extent, Republika Srpska, formal thanks to 

China. It is also interesting to point out that specific campaigns, such as the disinfection University 

Clinical Hospital in Mostar, initiated by Dragan Čović, were conducted without the official 

permission of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which must approve foreign missions on 

the soil of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Although Bosniak Ministers blocked this campaign, we must 
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emphasize this case as an “active opportunity seeking” even on the lowest authority levels. Aside 

from the cooperation with the EU, Russia and China, some of the Bosnian politicians (primarily 

politicians from the Party of Democratic Action – SDA) also cooperated with Turkey as a 

traditional Bosnian ally to try to procure vaccines which ultimately succeeded.  

It is also crucial to emphasize that when I made the comparison between Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and Serbia, there were not so many media campaigns and articles which had the goal of glorifying 

certain foreign political actors or starting “witch-hunting campaigns” towards other foreign actors, 

which did not provide significant help to Bosnia and Herzegovina. To this date, the most effective 

support in Bosnia and Herzegovina, in both medical and financial terms, was received from the 

European Union. However, the general impression among the population in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina (especially in Republika Srpska with a more intense pro-Russian attitude) is that aid 

from the European Union came way too late and that European Union was reluctant to help 

countries in Western Balkans in general, since they are not formally part of the European Union   

Montenegro 
After gaining independence from Serbia, Montenegro opted for Euro-Atlantic integration with the 

primary goal of becoming a member state in the European Union and that attitude is strengthened 

even more after Montenegro joined the NATO alliance in 2017. The former prime minister of 

Montenegro, Zdravko Krivokapić, signed a memorandum to join the COVAX mechanism, but 

Montenegro started bearing fruits from COVAX months later, and the number of requests for 

vaccines significantly outpaced the number of procured vaccines because of which Montenegro 

had to contact China and ask it for help to start mass inoculation of their population.  

Russia completely neglected Montenegrian appeals for help procurement since Montenegro is a 

member of the NATO alliance, but what is surprising is that US efforts to fight COVID-19 in 

Montenegro as a member of the NATO alliance were minor too. This reflects that the United States 

of America provided humanitarian aid to Montenegro only during the “Mask diplomacy” phase 

with a symbolic amount of assistance. Throughout the pandemics and procuring processes, 

European Union was inevitably the leading strategic partner to Montenegro in both financial and 

humanitarian aid, and this is not surprising since, as professor Darmanović claim, „Montenegro 

opted for this discourse long ago.“ Besides European Union, Montenegro received numerous 

donations through bilateral agreements with other countries, but till today, I didn't receive an 
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official response from the Ministry of Health of Montenegro regarding the exact number of 

vaccines procured through donations.  

Montenegro, similarly to Northern Macedonia, did not have so much manoeuvring space as Serbia 

did since it had to respect the regulations posed by the NATO alliance; however, after European 

Union neglected Montenegro in the process of vaccine procurement during the initial phase of 

“vaccine diplomacy” and after sporadic donations from NATO member states, Montenegro opted 

to ask Chinese ambassador in Montenegro for Help and China publicly responded by providing aid 

to this small Western Balkans country. As was the case with Northern Macedonia, led by the 

government of pro-European Zoran Zaev, Montenegro transformed their attitude from “cautious 

opportunity seeking” to “active opportunity seeking” with the final phase of “threat avoidance” in 

order not to antagonize their relationship with European Union, but also with other states in NATO 

alliance.  

Although the media in Montenegro were critical towards the European Union during the initial 

phase of “vaccine diplomacy ", Montenegro continues its Euro-Atlantic integration way which is 

additionally paved with the European Union being the “saviour” of Montenegro in both medical 

and financial ways. However, the case of Montenegro showed both European Union and NATO 

alliance that there are also other external actors who seek their chance to become influential 

competitors in the Western Balkans region and will utilize any opportunity to increase their soft 

power.  

Serbia 
In comparison to Bosnia, Herzegovina, and Montenegro, Serbia cooperated with both Eastern and 

Western partners to secure a vaccine supplies, which represents the continuation of cooperation 

and political neutrality as factors taken from the political tradition and foreign policy established 

in the former Yugoslavia during the reign of Josip Broz Tito. Serbia took the most pragmatic 

attitude of all the countries in the Western Balkans, which resulted in the fact that Serbia had 

excellent results regarding the procurement of medical aid and vaccines, but also concerning 

inoculation not on a regional but global level. As I have stated, this “Balkan anomaly” presents the 

Serbian “status quo” legacy in terms of foreign policy and constant balance between east and west. 

Centralized government, coordination between the legislative and the executive branch of 

government, awareness of risks and preparations which were undertaken even before the first case 
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was registered in Serbia, led to the fact that six months after the development of vaccines, “vaccine 

diplomacy narrative” on Western Balkans shifted from Russia and China to Serbia which 

“mimicked” China and implemented their vaccine diplomacy in Western Balkans, placing itself as 

a regional hegemon in terms of soft power and readiness to help neighbouring countries in times 

of crisis. The case of Serbia would be interesting for further analysis and study, but when all the 

data become public and transparent. Serbian president Aleksandar Vučić, at the very beginning of 

the “mask diplomacy phase”, positioned himself as a great friend of both Russia and China, signed 

the accession to COVAX mechanism, and worked on bilateral agreements with companies that 

produce vaccines. Although some people might think that such “active opportunity seeking” is 

something new in Serbian foreign policy, that would be a huge mistake since Aleksandar Vučić 

claimed on several occasions that the primary goal of Serbia is accession to the European Union, 

which does not exclusively mean that Serbia will not cooperate with other foreign actors such as 

China and Russia. An interesting fact is that during the writing of the master thesis, I researched 

statutes of the leading political parties in the Western Balkans, and only the Serbian Progressive 

Party (Srpska Napredna Stranka – SNS) led by Aleksandar Vučić has in their statute specifically 

emphasized the goal of further cooperation and strengthening of partnerships with China and 

Russia.  
Due to all said above, it is not surprising that Aleksandar Vučić turned to Russia and China to ask 

for help after he saw that the European Union marginalized countries of the Western Balkans. With 

the assistance of the regime-friendly media in Serbia, Vučić succeeded in glorifying the donations 

from China and Russia, but also other countries which donated rather symbolic amounts of 

vaccines to Serbia. Tsifakis and Prelec presented their finding of how Serbian tabloids (re)shaped 

political narratives among the general population and claimed that “Contrary to Russia and China 

who are presented as “saviours”, the European Union was almost always painted in a bad light. 

Aside from that, they claim that “the way European countries are described and addressed is, 

however, multi-layered. While the EU is always painted in a bad light, certain European countries 

and leaders receive better treatment. It should be no surprise that the UK and – to a lesser degree – 

Scandinavian countries, Turkey and Hungary are discussed in a mostly positive light, as they are 

all either perceived to be sitting outside of the EU (especially Brexit England) or are undermining 

it from within (Hungary). Interestingly, French President Emmanuel Macron receives the most 

favourable treatment from Informer among EU leaders. On the other hand, the Biden 
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administration in the U.S. is painted in a decidedly bad light (calling vaccination in the U.S. a “dark 

failure”).” (Tsifakis & Prelec, 2021)  

Comparative analysis 
Although European Union and western democracies could learn a lot from “vaccine diplomacy 

lessons” lectured by China and Russia, we must bear in mind that European Union was the leading 

strategic partner to all three countries throughout the pandemics of COVID-19. Although there is 

no substantial evidence that either Authoritarian or democratic regimes are more likely to help 

other countries in times of crisis, the humanitarian and financial aid that the EU provided was 

multiple times bigger than all the aid provided by Russia and China. However, the subjective 

feeling is that assistance from European Union came a bit late, because of which Sino-Russian 

propaganda gets rooted in Balkan society, because of which these two countries are predominantly 

seen as leading partners of countries in “Western Balkans” in times of lack of solidarity.  

In order to put the failure of Bosnia and Herzegovina's and Montenegro’s foreign policy in 

perspective, suffice it to say that at the end of January 2021, these two countries still had 0 vaccines 

procured, while for comparison, Serbia has already procured 300,000 vaccines, Croatia 70,000 and 

Slovenia 55,000 vaccines. (Hambo, Klix.ba, 2021) 

Overreliance on the European Union proved to be an issue, not only in the Federation of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina and Montenegro but also in the examples of Albania, Northern Macedonia and 

Kosovo (Except the Serb-majority northern part). On the other hand, Serbia cast a wider net and 

used “multi-stool politics” to procure as many vaccines as possible. Such an “active opportunity 

seeking” attitude led to the fact that at the beginning of March 2021, Serbia was the second country 

in Europe (after the UK) in terms of vaccinated people per capita, while in comparison, much 

richer, stable European democracies such as Belgium and Germany simultaneously had 2,9%. As 

the biggest donor of medical aid and vaccines (till today, according to the official EU data), Austria 

had 0% of the fully vaccinated population in a given moment. 

 

  



University of Sarajevo 
Faculty of Political science 
Master Thesis 

89 
 

6. Conclusion 
Throughout the duration of the pandemic, the Western Balkans region was one of the world's 

largest hotspots in terms of the number of infected people, as well as in terms of the number of 

deaths. However, when it comes to "vaccine diplomacy" and "mask diplomacy", it seems as if the 

European Union has put the Western Balkan region on the margins of its foreign policy to a 

significant extent, since this region has been standing in the same place for almost twenty years 

regarding the process of European integration. This momentum was used by other actors who were 

already present in the Western Balkans to strengthen their soft power in the countries of this region 

as much as possible. 

Russia and China, which helped significantly less to the countries in the Western Balkans, using 

their public diplomacy, but also supported by the media, primarily in Serbia and the Republika 

Srpska, received much more gratitude compared to the European Union, which donated a 

significantly larger number of vaccines, but also enormous financial aid which, however, according 

to the estimates of many analysts, but also according to the views of the inhabitants of the countries 

in the Western Balkans, arrived quite late. A significant role in building such a perception among 

the domestic population was also played by the media (primarily those of the regime), which 

supported the campaigns of Russia and China, at the same time degrading the efforts of the 

European Union, and presenting a large number of cases in the countries of Western Europe and 

the United States of America as a "historical failure " which Serbia avoided thanks to proactive 

action and cooperation with "eastern partners". 

Analysing the political discourses of the countries in the Western Balkans, we can conclude that 

the most pragmatic, proactive approach was taken by Serbia and Republika Srpska, which, like 

other actors in the Western Balkans, did not rely exclusively on the COVAX system for distributing 

vaccines, but also tried to achieve cooperation with the Chinese and Russian producers, but also to 

enter direct bilateral negotiations with vaccine producers. Their "active opportunity seeking" 

proved to be extremely good, and it was in Serbia and Republika Srpska that the first vaccination 

campaigns were started, looking at the entire region of the Western Balkans. However, this 

approach was much more pronounced in Serbia than in the Republika Srpska, so Serbia managed 

to grow from a passive to an active actor in the Western Balkans. 
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In the case of Serbia, the internal political discourses expressed in the fight against the COVID-19 

pandemic also mirrored external discourses, whereby pro-Russian ministers Ivica Dačić and 

Aleksandar Vulin received Russian vaccines, Aleksandar Vučić received the Chinese "Sinopharm" 

vaccine out of gratitude to China , while Prime Minister Ana Brnabić and the newly appointed 

Minister of Labour, Employment, Veterans and Social Affairs of the Republic of Serbia, who are 

pro-European oriented, received the Pfizer vaccine, thus depicting Serbia's internal discourses. 

In other countries in the Western Balkans, this was not the case, so the external political discourses 

at the same time reflected the internal political discourses of the resident population. 

In addition, the general impression is that all countries were initially exclusively focused on crisis 

management to mitigate the consequences as much as possible, while only in the later periods of 

the "mask diplomacy phase" and "vaccine diplomacy phase" the emphasis began to be placed on 

political discourses aimed at according to certain political actors on the world geopolitical scene. 

What is extremely important to point out is the fact that all the countries we analysed had different 

approaches in the process of procuring vaccines and protective equipment, with Serbia's approach 

proving to be the most correct. Nevertheless, one gets the impression that regional cooperation 

during the pandemic was at a level that was higher than ever before, which is why in the future one 

should think about creating a regional policy regarding "disaster diplomacy" and "crisis 

management" in order to of repeated similar situations could act proactively at the regional level, 

whereby no country would be significantly behind others, as was the case during the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

Despite the fact that the paper does not exclusively support any major political theory, but in a 

peculiar way supports all three, it should be emphasized that this paper does not have overarching 

theoretical relevance for any exclusive literature, but could have significant relevance for 

policymakers, since they are able to understand how to act when a pandemic is officially 

proclaimed, how to handle crisis management and how to engage in "disaster diplomacy" in a 

proper way. 
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8. Appendix  
 

 

Image 1 - Answer of Ministra of Civil Affairs of Bosnia and Herzegovina on my request for free access to 

information of public importance 
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Image 1 - Answer of Ministry of Health of Serbia on my request for free access to information of public 

importance  
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Image 2 - Answer of the institute for the Public Health of Serbia "Dr. Milan Jovanović Batut" on my 

request for free access to information of public importance 
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