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estern powers have effectively given Vladimir Putin a free pass in Europe’s backyard: the Balkans and the

Middle East. The ramifications of letting the Kremlin advance in the regions at the southeastern fringes of

Europe may be subtle, but they are also wide-ranging and dangerous.

The Balkans region straddles East and West, Islam and Christianity. It is one of Europe’s most vulnerable fronts.

Nineteenth-century German chancellor Otto von Bismarck’s assertion that a major conflict would erupt from “some

damn foolish thing in the Balkans” was not just a prophetic statement on the First World War, but also a reminder

that the region has deceptive import. The Middle East, meanwhile, is key to Putin’s global calculus. For one thing, a

position there allows Russia to undermine Europe precisely where it is most vulnerable—through the Mediterranean

Sea.

The Balkans’ geostrategic location—as well as the Balkan Stream pipeline, which will serve Southeastern Europe—is

important to the Kremlin’s promotion of energy as the primary economic tool of Russian influence. Moscow has for

years been looking to gain a foothold in the region and has tested its “hybrid” capabilities for influencing

governments with impunity. For instance, in Montenegro, a country significant for Russia because of its access to the

Adriatic Sea, Moscow was allegedly involved in a coup attempt  (https://www.reuters.com/article/us-montenegro-

court/russians-opposition-figures-sentenced-over-role-in-2016-montenegro-coup-attempt-idUSKCN1SF144)

 against the then pro-Western government in 2016, the year before the country joined NATO. Russia’s interference
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Simply waiting for Russia to decline has not prevented the Kremlin's
aggressive and destabilizing behavior in various regions, and may even have
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in Montenegro to this day remains strong (https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/09/17/montenegro-latest-domino-

fall-russia-pro-west-europe-nato/) .

Moscow also meddles in other countries in the Balkans as part of a larger bid to undermine the West. Russia has

funded troll factories to target the presidential campaign

(https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/09/us/politics/russia-macedonia-greece.html)  in North Macedonia, and

tried to influence its name-change referendum in 2018, a prerequisite measure for the country’s NATO membership.

Similarly, Russia is using its close relationship with Serbia to undermine the EU. In Croatia

(https://www.heritage.org/global-politics/report/roadmap-strengthened-transatlantic-pathways-the-western-

balkans) , the Kremlin has been investing in critical sectors such as gas, and exploiting internal conflicts in

neighboring Albania (https://www.cepa.org/moscow-gains-from-albania-turmoil)  by fomenting political

divisions. And in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Russian disinformation campaigns have sown ethnic and religious

discord, and encouraged the secession (https://www.aei.org/op-eds/stop-russia-from-sparking-another-

bosnian-war/)  of ethnic Serb regions from the state.

Putin, like his Soviet and czarist predecessors, similarly views the Middle East as a key arena for competition with

the West, a vulnerable southern underbelly to secure and gain great power recognition. To be sure, the U.S. remains

engaged in the region, but is deprioritizing it in favor of competition with China. In Syria, Russia now has a

permanent military presence on the Eastern Mediterranean for at least the next 49 years

(https://www.newsweek.com/russia-challenge-us-mediterranean-syria-libya-1507449) , and is using this

position to project power throughout the region and into Europe’s south, as well as deeper into Africa

(https://www.fpri.org/article/2020/08/the-role-of-russian-private-military-contractors-in-africa/) . It is no

accident (https://thehill.com/blogs/pundits-blog/international/319272-after-syria-libya-could-be-putins-next-

move)  that after Syria, Putin’s next big move (https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/russias-

growing-interests-libya)  in the Middle East was to Libya, another country on the Eastern Mediterranean—and an

oil-rich entry point towards southern Europe. Moscow’s military presence puts it in a better position to undermine

NATO, threaten Europe with more refugee crises (https://www.usnews.com/news/world-report/articles/2019-

11-08/russia-positioning-itself-in-libya-to-unleash-migrant-crisis-into-europe)  and push for greater influence

in a region that already has come to perceive Russia, even if begrudgingly, as a power that stands by its partners and

can serve as a mediator.

Moscow not only continues to move into Syria but to converge with Iran and its proxies. If this trend holds, Moscow

(and Tehran) will ultimately have the final word on Syria’s future, which will lead to a Russia-Iran-Assad nexus that

could in time greatly limit American influence. Such an alliance could also allow Russia more access to the Persian

Gulf (https://www.19fortyfive.com/2021/03/how-should-joe-biden-respond-to-russias-middle-east-strategy/) ,

one of the world’s most strategic waterways.

As Europe remains divided and the U.S. distracted, Putin keeps his eyes on the big picture as a means to stay in

power. It is no accident that, over the years, he has become increasingly involved in

(https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/world/wp/2018/10/12/feature/behind-the-scenes-russia-regains-a-

complicated-status-afghanistan-power-broker/)  Afghanistan

(https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/russia-to-host-another-round-of-talks-on-

afghanistan/2021/03/09/d8929860-80fb-11eb-be22-32d331d87530_story.html)  and maintains control in

the South Caucasus (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-54882564) —all located in Russia’s vulnerable

south. Moreover, as Putin continues to recoil from Western “decadence and immorality

(https://ecfr.eu/article/commentary_how_russia_has_come_to_loathe_the_west311346/) ," there is also a

cultural dimension to his south and eastward focus.
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Of course, the West should keep its attention on the familiar fronts of Putin’s aggression—Ukraine, Moldova and

Belarus. But it cannot afford to ignore other vulnerable regions and more subtle Russian tactics, or wait

(https://ecfr.eu/article/why-the-eu-should-stop-waiting-for-the-godot-of-russian-decline/)  for Russia to

decline. Years of these trends had not prevented aggressive and destabilizing Kremlin behavior, and perhaps has

even encouraged it. Putin’s aims have a global dimension: for Russia to win, and the U.S.-led global order has to

erode. It’s time for a unified Russia strategy that looks at multiple fronts. The alternative—letting Russia’s actions go

unchecked in key strategic regions—will have serious consequences.

Anna Borshchevskaya is a senior fellow at The Washington Institute and author of the upcoming book Putin’s War in

Syria: Russian Foreign Policy and the Price of America’s Absence (https://www.amazon.com/Putins-War-Syria-

Russian-Americas/dp/0755634632) . Ivana Strander is a Jeane Kirkpatrick Fellow at the American Enterprise

Institute. This article was originally published on the Newsweek website  (https://www.newsweek.com/stop-
giving-putin-free-pass-europes-backyard-opinion-1575755) .
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