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The Euro-Atlantic integration 
in the whirlpool of geopolitics: 
the Case of Montenegro
Srđan Orlandić1

ABSTRACT

NATO Foreign Ministers on December 2 2015 adopted a deci-
sion to invite Montenegro to begin with accession talks in order 
to become the 29th member of the Alliance, which represented a 
confirmation of the NATO’s commitment to the enlargement pro-
cess and integrating the Balkan peninsula under its umbrella. The 
invitation for Montenegro to join NATO provoked prompt reactions 
from Russia, which are in line with the known Kremlin standpoint 
that NATO expansion to the countries of Eastern Europe is part 
of project to isolate Russia and constrain its strategic interests. 
Hence, Montenegro’s Euro-Atlantic aspirations made this Western 
Balkan country an additional piece of mosaic of the contemporary 
geopolitical confrontation between the Russian Federation and 
NATO. Even though there is a firm academic movement that ad-
vocates the decrement of significance of geopolitics, the contem-
porary relations in the international community and its challenges 
(Ukrainian crisis, the Middle East, South China Sea, Daesh, migra-
tion crisis, etc.) confirmed that geopolitics still represents a ma-
jor factor in international relations. The Montenegrin case shows 
that NATO enlargement depends on the understating of geopoliti-
cal repercussions, and less on the required institutional reforms. 
Therefore, the objective of this paper is to single out the corre-
lation between the Euro-Atlantic integration/NATO enlargement 
and geopolitics. As the title indicates, this paper will develop its 
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hypothesis by using the case study method and the research will 
be conducted by elaborating on specific interest and benefits that 
NATO and Russia have, along with the analysis of its foreign poli-
cies, with a particular focus on the public appearances and state-
ments of high officials.

KEY WORDS: geopolitics, NATO, Russia, Montenegro, enlarge-
ment. 

POVZETEK

Zunanji ministri NATO so 2. decembra 2015 sprejeli odločitev 
o povabilu Črne gore k pristopnim pogajanjem, da bi le-ta posta-
la 29. članica zavezništva, kar je predstavljalo potrditev zaveza-
nosti NATO k procesu širitve in vključitve Balkanskega polotoka 
pod okrilje NATO. Vabilo Črni gori za pridružitev NATO je izzvala 
takojšno reakcijo Rusije, ki je v skladu z svojim uradnim stališčem 
opozorila, da želi NATO z vstopanjem držav vzhodne Evrope izoli-
rati Rusijo in ovirati njene strateške interese. Čeprav obstaja trdno 
akademsko gibanje, ki se zavzema za upad pomena geopolitike, 
sodobni mednarodni odnosi in izzivi v mednarodni skupnosti 
(ukrajinska kriza, Bližnji vzhod, južno kitajsko morje, Daesh, mi-
gracijska kriza, itd.) potrjujejo, da je geopolitika še vedno pomem-
ben dejavnik v mednarodnih odnosih. Primer Črne gore kaže, da 
je širitev NATO odvisna od geopolitičnih posledic in manj od insti-
tucionalnih reform. Cilj tega članka je torej, izpostaviti korelacijo 
med širitvijo NATO in geopolitike. Kot je razvidno iz naslova, bo ta 
članek razvil svojo hipotezo na podlagi metode študije primera ter 
preučevanjem posebnih interesov in koristi NATO in Rusije, vključ-
no z analizo zunanje politike obeh akterjev, s posebnim poudar-
kom na javnih nastopih in izjavah visokih uradnikov. 

KLJUČNE BESEDE: geopolitika, NATO, Rusija, Črna gora, širitev 

INTRODUCTION

The demolition of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 symbol-
ized the end of an era of mistrust, competition and rivalry with-
in the international arena. There was no place for the notion for 
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the Cold War confrontation such as geopolitics in that new so-
cial and political habitus. Therefore, the demolition of the Berlin 
Wall somewhat resulted in the demolition of geopolitics. How-
ever, the withdrawal of geopolitics from the international rela-
tions still remains a questionable issue and a subject of dispute 
among scholars. I would argue that the contemporary disputes, 
but also conflicts that occurred immediately after the end of the 
Cold War, are a genuine argument that geopolitics never left the 
international community.    

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) enlargement 
represents the profound point of discord in the contemporary in-
ternational affairs, which is again framed within the polarity of 
Russia and the Western countries. This renewed phenomenon 
derives from the Russian economic revival, after which Moscow 
was able to direct its foreign policy towards security related is-
sues. Nevertheless, the mere nature of the Euro-Atlantic integra-
tion process is merged with geopolitics, and Hillen and Noonan 
(1998) would even argue that the foundation for NATO’s effective 
development and cohesion should be within its considerations of 
political, economic, military and cultural geography. On Decem-
ber 2 2015, Montenegro, a coastal Western Balkan state with a 
population around 620,000, received an invitation to begin with 
accession talks in order to become the 29th member of the Alli-
ance. Therewith, Montenegro found itself amid of this geopolit-
ical clash, which was particularly intensified with the emergence 
of the Ukrainian crisis. 

The objective of this paper is to conduct an analysis in order 
to point out the correlation between the Euro-Atlantic integra-
tion/NATO enlargement and geopolitics. Hence, the research 
question is: To what extent geopolitics impacts the Euro-Atlantic 
integration? In order to build a solid foundation for the further 
analysis, this paper will firstly concentrate on the theoretical part, 
which will reflect the development of the geopolitical thought 
throughout history. In the following chapter I shall indicate how 
the relation between the NATO enlargement and geopolitics was 
developing in the post-Cold War period. And finally, the particu-
lar subject of analysis of this paper is the case study, in which I 
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will try to point out the geopolitical dimension of the Montene-
gro’s Euro-Atlantic process. As the title indicates, this paper will 
develop its hypothesis by using the case study method and the re-
search will be conducted by emphasizing and elaborating on the 
specific interest and benefits that both parties (NATO and Rus-
sia) have in this matter. Also, the focus of the analysis will be on 
the foreign policy of the relevant subjects and the statements of 
high officials, which will additionally support the introduced ar-
guments about the correlation between NATO enlargement and 
geopolitics.

GEOPOLITICAL THOUGHT

Within the contemporary academic discourse it has been often 
acknowledged (particularly after the beginning of the Ukrainian 
crisis) that the geopolitics has made a severe comeback in the in-
ternational community after the post-Cold war period (Marklud, 
2014). Namely, the dissolution of the Soviet Union and changed 
rule of conduct in the international relations affected that claim 
of many scholars that geopolitics is no longer relevant in a world, 
where power politics is not prevailing a factor. As Hillen and 
Noonan (1998, 26) defined it: “The end of History meant the 
end of geopolitics.” The end of the Cold War confrontations in-
troduced the new modes of conducting international politics and 
shifted the focus to the specific groups, such as ethnic groups, 
nongovernmental or international organizations, global corpora-
tions, etc. (Mathews, 1997). However, the contemporary disputes 
in the international arena are profound argument that the geo-
politics plays a significant role in conducting foreign policy. 

In order to thoroughly address the issue of the return of geo-
politics, as well as the impact of geopolitics on the Euro-Atlan-
tic integration process further on, we need to grasp the mere ba-
sics of the theory of geopolitics. For the purpose of this paper, 
Geoffrey Sloan’s (1988, 20) definition that geopolitics represent “a 
theory of spatial relationship and historical causation whose per-
spective is the international system as a whole” shall serve as an 
operational concept. The term geopolitics was initially coined by 
a Swedish legal jurist, Radolf Kjellen, and most scholars would 
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argue that its genesis is within the social Darwinist preoccupa-
tion for the prospects of survival of states and societies (Dodds, 
Kuus and Sharp, 2013). Geopolitics in broad terms may be per-
ceived through the lenses of two schools of thought – the organic 
state theory and geostrategy (Hillen and Noonan, 1998). 

The organic state theory was introduced by Friedrich Rat-
zel and Rudolph Kjellen, and in general the first classical writ-
ings of geopolitics were shaped by imperial preoccupations and 
social Darwinist anxieties about the survival of states and em-
pires (Dodds, Kuus and Sharp, 2013). Ratzel observed geopoli-
tics through the perspective of Darwinian theory, which means 
that he perceives states as living organisms that determine their 
strength through their size and obtained resources (Dodds, Kuus 
and Sharp, 2013). Ratzel is responsible for introducing the term 
Lebensraum (living space) in the academic discourse, which was 
used by particular statesmen to emphasize that a state needs to 
grow in size in order to retain its vitality (Glassner 1993, 224). 
Swedish scholar Kjellen developed Ratzel’s theory by underlining 
that states are actual organisms (Hillen and Noonan, 1998). This 
particular geopolitical thinking was revolutionary, but destruc-
tive at the same time, since it was misused as a part of the the-
oretical foundation for emerging generation of Nazi politicians 
and its hazardous actions (Dodds, Kuus and Sharp, 2013).

At the end of 19th and through the 20th century, English and 
American academic community introduced theories based on 
the concept of geostrategy. Alfred Thayer Mahan firstly noted 
that the access to the sea is of great significance for the state, since 
he argued that sea power was the key to commerce and economic 
competition (Glassner, 1993, 225). On the other hand, Sir Hal-
for Mackinder argued that the link between sea power and land 
power had been transformed, and that the new factors, such as 
railway infrastructure, could influence that established duali-
ty (Hillen and Noonan, 1998). However, Mackinder is mostly 
known for his Heartland thesis, which was the core idea for shift-
ing from the area of the sea power dominance to the prevalence 
of land power.  His Heathland concept was defined as the Eur-
asian core at the center of the World-Island, the pivotal signifi-
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cance of which lies in the separation from the sea power states 
by a vast territory of land (Hillen and Noonan, 1998). Mack-
inder’s theory, which was especially influential during the Cold 
War, placed the Eastern Europe as a central and crucial region 
for balancing the Heartland’s power.2 Nicholas J. Spykman fueled 
the debate with an argument that, instead of the Heartland, an 
area that he defined as the Rimland is of primary geopolitical im-
portance (Hillen and Noonan, 1998). Spykman (1944, 43) argued 
that “Who controls the Rimland rules Eurasia; Who rules Eurasia 
controls the destinies of the world”.

There was a general reluctance for using the term geopolitics 
in the academic and public discourse in the post-World War II 
period,3 yet it was reclaimed in the 1970s by the progressive ge-
ographers, such as Yves Lacoste (Mamadouh and Dijkink, 2006). 
Furthermore, Henry Kissinger is mostly responsible for reintro-
ducing geopolitics in the academic thought of international rela-
tions. He particularly used the concept to oppose policy-making 
based on idealism and reclaim the national interest as the core 
of the foreign policy-making. His establishment benefited from 
emphasizing the great power rivalries and associated regional 
dimensions, especially in the Middle East and South-East Asia 
(Hillen and Noonan, 1998). In addition, it is worth mentioning 
Zbigniew Brzezinski, who as well used the geopolitical premise 
to argue that control of the Heathland represent a critical point 
for the future models of global politics (Dodds, Kuus and Sharp, 
2013).

The critical geopolitical readings emerged prior to the pro-
gressive reaction to the mainstream understanding of geopoli-
tics. Critical geopolitics, dominated by writings of Simon Dalby, 
John Agnew, Gerard Toal, Klaus Dodds and Gearóid Ó Tuathail, 
underlines that geopolitics is a much broader and complex issue 
than it was perceived before. Ó Tuathail (1999, 108) emphasizes 
that “critical geopolitics critiques the superficial and self-inter-
ested ways in which orthodox geopolitics ‘reads the world politi-
2  “Who rules East Europe commands the Heartland. Who rules the Heartland commands the 

World-Island. Who rules the World-Island commands the World” (Knutsen, 2014, 843).
3  Mainly because the geopolitics was labeled as an “accomplice” to Nazism (Dodds, Kuus and 

Sharp, 2013, 2).
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cal map’ by projecting its own cultural and political assumptions 
upon it while concealing these very assumptions.” The end of the 
Cold War established the conditions for the development of the 
critical thought, since it was in line with the dynamics of globali-
zation, informalization and ‘risk society’ (Ó Tuathail, 1999).

As mentioned before, after the Cold War many scholars pro-
claimed the decrease of geopolitics’ significance, due to the tri-
umph of liberal democratic values and, partly, the shift of power 
to the non-state actors. To frame this in the context of Euro-At-
lantic enlargement, the argument in favor of the NATO expan-
sion would be that the driving forces of this process are the values 
and ideals of a liberal democratic systems and market economies, 
and not the considerations of geography or resources (Hillen and 
Noonan, 1998). However, these statements do not represent the 
real situation on the ground. Even the first conflicts just after the 
Cold war (Rwanda and Bosnia and Herzegovina) implied that 
the thesis about the death of geopolitics is not sustainable, and 
the abovementioned Sloan’s definition that geopolitics is defined 
by spatial relations and historical causation applies in those con-
flicts as well. As Hillen and Noonan (1998, 27) argue that “Ser-
bian and Croatian ethnic cleansing in areas of Bosnia show that 
disputes involving cultural, political, and physical geography can 
have intensely severe outcomes.” Therefore, we cannot state that 
geopolitics (from the realist point of view) lost its significance in 
the international arena in any period of time. Gray (1996, 248-
49) made an additional argument to this thesis underlining that 
“geography defines the players (which are territorially organ-
ized states, or would like to be), frequently defines the stakes for 
which the players contend, and always defines the terms in which 
they measure their security relative to others.” 

THE EURO-ATLANTIC INTEGRATION AND GEOPOLITICS

Every specific process of NATO enlargement is bounded by 
geography, power, resources, as well as by political assumptions 
and security strategy of one state. Hence, NATO should maintain 
close ties with the geopolitical postulates and perspectives, in or-
der to remain the effective alliance and hold its position within 
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the complex contemporary environment (Hillen and Noonan, 
1998). In the post-Cold war period there was an extensive aca-
demic debate about the future of NATO, since its primary threat, 
embodied in the Warsaw Pact, did not exist anymore (Walker, 
2015). Therefore, in that period the main challenge for the allies 
was to construct functional security architecture, in order to be 
in accordance with the changed international environment and 
to hinder possible future conflicts in Europe. 

The common standpoint among NATO member states was 
that the Alliance should continue to be the foundation of the 
Western security policy. This attitude was materialized at the 
1990 London Summit, where they stated the need and will for the 
continued functioning4. However, another important pillar of 
NATO’s tendency for a continuing existence was the consensus 
of the member states to minimize Kremlin’s security concerns. 
The allies, particularly Washington, tried to achieve that by in-
troducing new arms control measures, calling for strengthening 
cooperation within the Organization for Security and Co-opera-
tion in Europe (OSCE) (Walker, 2015). In addition, NATO high 
officials stated that in the future the Alliance would develop as a 
political, not a military organization, and that a positive impulse 
for the cooperation between Russia and NATO would be to es-
tablish regular consultations between the two parties. As a result, 
the North Atlantic Cooperation Council was established on De-
cember 20 1991, including all the NATO and the former Warsaw 
Pact member states (Sandler and Hartley, 1999, 61). Nonetheless, 
the Kremlin was not pleased and was continuously underlining 
that NATO should be disbanded because of the outdated nature 
and instrumental functions. 

The issue of the first post-Cold war NATO enlargement was 
introduced in the Western public political discourse during the 
official visit of presidents Vaclav Havel (Czech Republic) and Ar-
pad Goncz (Hungary) to Washington in 1993 (Walker, 2015). On 
that occasion, the two presidents stated that their countries wish 
to become full member of NATO. Poland followed their example 

4  London Declaration On A Transformed North Atlantic Alliance. 1990. The North Atlantic 
Council. 
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in the close future. Reasons for this radical shift in their foreign 
policy could be summarized in the statement of Estonian presi-
dent Lennart Men to one of Clinton’s foreign policy advisors that: 
“the only way to keep Russian troops from reoccupying his coun-
try when Yeltsin gave way to a more traditional Russian leader 
was for Estonia to be in NATO and protected by the American 
nuclear umbrella” (Talbott, 2002, 94). 

The White House in respond offered a Partnership for Peace 
(PfP) programme to the all former communist countries of East-
ern Europe and the Soviet successor states, the aims of which 
were dual - to eliminate Russian security concerns for one period 
by postponing enlargement process, but also to extend and pre-
serve Euro-Atlantic perspectives for all interested parties (İnan 
and Yusuf, 1999). The PfP, which was adopted in January 1994, 
was organized in such a manner that the member states would 
carry out joint military exercises with NATO, work on ‘interop-
erability’ with NATO equipment and procedures, participate in 
joint peacekeeping and humanitarian operations, and consult 
with NATO in the event of security threats (İnan and Yusuf, 
1999). However, the PfP programme did not please most Central 
European countries, and they have advocated strongly for the full 
membership as soon as possible. This pressure was particular-
ly strong after the rise of a far-right nationalist party in Russian 
parliamentary elections in 1993,5 which gave an additional wind 
in the back to those interested in the Euro-Atlantic integration, 
based on historical learning about increased security threats that 
go along with the rise of nationalists in Russia (Walker, 2015). 

The 1994 Summit in Brussels was mainly dedicated to the 
debate about the PfP, and NATO expressed its affirmative stand 
towards enlargement on the Eastern borders, whereas final Dec-
laration6 stated that NATO expansion would reach the East, tak-
ing into account political and security developments in Europe. 
(İnan and Yusuf, 1999). The High United States of America 
(USA) officials asserted that the objective of PfP programme was 
5  Far-right Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR), under the leadership of Vladimir 

Zhirinovsky, won unpredicted 17%.
6  Declaration of the Heads of State and Government participating in the meeting of the North 

Atlantic Council. 1994. The North Atlantic Council. 
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not to isolate Moscow from the international affairs, and that it 
remains open to all ex-Warsaw Pact countries, including Russia 
(Walker, 2015). Russia continuously expressed its opposition to 
the NATO enlargement in the post-Cold war period, moreover, 
in 1995 Yeltsin underlined that it will mean of conflagration of 
war throughout Europe (Erlanger, 1995). Russian attitude to-
wards NATO enlargement on their Eastern border became even 
more hostile after the pro-Western Russian minister of foreign 
affairs got replaced by the former Federal Security Service (FSB) 
director Yevgeny Primakov in 1996 (Walker, 2015). However, just 
before the July 1997 enlargement summit in Madrid the Secre-
tary of State Madeleine Albright stated: “We must pledge that the 
first members will not be the last and that no European democ-
racy will be excluded because of where it sits on the map” (Hillen 
and Noonan 1998, 21).

Geopolitical context in the late ‘90s and the beginning of 21st 
century was not a barrier to the NATO enlargement, which was 
confirmed especially with the fourth and fifth round of enlarge-
ment that were the most extensive so far.7 However, a period of 
(conditionally) healthy relations between NATO and Russia were 
formalized with the establishing the Russia-NATO Permanent 
Joint Council in 1997 (Yesson, 2001). The Founding Act8 called 
on the parties to support the conflict prevention efforts of the 
Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) 
and to respect the United Nations (UN) Security Council’s role 
in authorizing the use of force against a sovereign member state 
(Walker, 2015). In addition, Yesson (2001, 206) emphasizes that it 
is written in the Act that: “NATO agreed that, in the current and 
foreseeable security environment, the Alliance will carry out its 
collective defence and other missions by ensuring the necessary 
interoperability, integration, and capability for reinforcement, 
rather than by additional permanent stationing of substantial 
combat forces” 

7  The Visegrad group, except Slovakia (did not receive an invitation to join NATO with the rest 
of Visegrad group, because several member states considered particular activities by nationalist 
Prime Minister Vladimir Mečlar as undemocratic), joined the Alliance in 1999, while the Baltic 
states, Bulgaria, Romania, Slovenia and Slovakia became members in 2004. 

8  Founding Act on Mutual Relations, Cooperation and Security between NATO and the Russian 
Federation. 1997. NATO-Russia Council.
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In the recent period, the issue of the NATO enlargement rep-
resented a major disagreement between Russia and the Western 
countries. This geopolitical phenomenon came along with the 
Russian economic resurgence, which again allowed the Kremlin 
to strategically consider the security related issues. An example 
for indicating how European-integration is impacted by geopol-
itics is Russo-Georgia war in 2008. The main incentive for the 
conflict lies within the NATO relations with Georgia. President 
George W. Bush was advocating that Georgia and Ukraine should 
be offered the Membership Action Plan (MAP)9 at the 2008 Bu-
charest Summit, but it was rejected by few large member states, 
including Germany and France (Walker, 2015). The argument 
in favor of refusing the MAP for Georgia and Ukraine was that 
it would cross Russian red line and provoke the prompt Krem-
lin’s reaction (Lieven, 2008). However, the final conclusion of 
the Summit stated that MAP would be offered to Ukraine and 
Georgia in the foreseeable future, and it emphasizes that “NATO 
welcomes Ukraine’s and Georgia’s Euro Atlantic aspirations for 
membership in NATO. We agreed today that these countries will 
become members of NATO… Therefore we will now begin a pe-
riod of intensive engagement with both at a high political level to 
address the questions still outstanding pertaining to their MAP 
applications” (Taylor, 2014).

After the NATO Bucharest Summit the Kremlin officials in-
sisted that Georgia and Ukraine might become part of the Al-
liance in close future (Walker, 2015). Before the conflict with 
Georgia, Russia had recorded eight years of sustained economic 
growth, which established a necessary basis for their political es-
tablishment to declare a severe comeback in the open contem-
porary geopolitical race. Therefore, the Russian officials started 
to be vocal about their security concerns and strategic geopolit-
ical interests in its neighborhood. Russia deployed military forc-
es in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, carried out a large-scale mili-
tary exercise along its border with Georgia, and was rhetorically 
very critical towards Georgian government (Walker, 2015). The 
9  The MAP was launched in April 1999 at the Washington Summit and it represents a NATO 

programme of assistance and practical support to countries aspiring to NATO membership. 
Countries are submitting annual national programmes of the preparation for possible future 
membership, which includes political, economic, defense, resource, security and legal aspect. 
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conflict developed with the artillery exchanges and minor skir-
mishes, until the Georgian president Mikheil Saakashvili ordered 
military offensive in South Ossetia, despite many signals from the 
West not to involve the military in that region. The product was a 
severe Russian response – invasion of two mentioned regions and 
Georgian apparent military defeat. 

In their analysis Hillen and Noonan (1998, 23) are arguing 
that NATO in any future round of enlargement must take into 
consideration geopolitical foundations, or it “will cease to be an 
effective alliance.” The reality is that every specific Euro-Atlan-
tic integration process is closely linked with the geopolitics, and 
that is something that could not be neglected, especially not by 
decision-makers. The foundation for NATO’s effective develop-
ment and cohesion should be within its considerations of po-
litical, economic, military and cultural geography (Hillen and 
Noonan, 1998). Within the context of NATO-Russia relations, 
the Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee en-
tered the debate about effects of the Euro-Atlantic integration by 
emphasizing that just geopolitical approach of enlargement “will 
make constructive relations with Russia easier, because a stronger 
NATO will shut off Russia’s avenues to destructive patterns of be-
havior” (Cimbala, 2013). Therefore, it could not be disputed that 
geopolitics lies at the core of the Euro-Atlantic integration pro-
cess, and defines it in many domains. 

CASE STUDY: MONTENEGRO

On December 2 2015, NATO Foreign Ministers  adopted a de-
cision to invite Montenegro to begin with accession talks in order 
to become the 29th member of the Alliance, which represented 
a confirmation of the NATO’s commitment to the enlargement 
process and integrating the Balkan peninsula under its umbrel-
la (Bugajski and Darmanovic, 2015). After 6 years from the last 
enlargement, NATO decided to expand its membership inviting 
Montenegro,10 what made this small Western Balkan country be-
10  Montenegro declared its independence on June 3, 2006 and soon after opened the Permanent 

Mission to NATO in Brussels. Afterwards, Montenegro joined Partnership for Peace at the 
2006 Riga Summit, while in November 2007 signed a transit agreement with NATO, allowing 
the NATO troops to move across the country. Also, Montenegro signed an agreement with 
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come an additional piece of mosaic of the contemporary geopo-
litical confrontation between the Russian Federation and NATO. 
Montenegro’s membership in NATO will have a limited impact 
in terms of Alliance’s military strength, conflict management or 
cooperative security, since its armed forces are composed of only 
2,000 soldiers (Gramer, 2015; Farkas, 2015). Yet, this enlargement 
has profound geopolitical repercussions, since Montenegro’s fu-
ture membership is perceived as a significant step in consoli-
dating political stability and democracy in the Western Balkans 
(Bugajski and Darmanovic, 2015).

In order to achieve this remarkable progress in fulfilling its 
Euro-Atlantic agenda, Montenegro had to conduct a number of 
legal and military reforms within the NATO’s Membership Ac-
tion, which in final recommended this country for membership. 
The conducted reforms included the development of its govern-
ing structures and democratic institutions, along with bringing 
its military up to NATO standards (Gramer, 2015). In addition, 
Montenegro is eligible for membership under Article 10 of NATO 
Treaty11, and it is a member of OSCE, which has in 1996 defined 
the group of countries eligible to join NATO (Hunter, 2015). 

Arguments regarding Montenegro’s accession to NATO could 
be organized in two categories – skeptical and enthusiastic (Nič, 
2015). The first group underlines Montenegro’s size, military and 
financial resources, as well as low level of public support with-
in the society and persistent questions about corruption and the 
rule of law. The second group of arguments is indicating that 
Montenegro has fulfilled all required criteria under the Member-
ship Action Plan, and that the government has undertaken neces-
sary reforms in the intelligence and defense sectors. In addition, 
it has been noticed that the public support is progressively grow-

the United States, which stated that Montenegro would destroy all its outdated weaponry, 
as a precondition of successful integration process. In June 2008, Montenegro adopted an 
Individual Partnership Action Plan and was invited to join the Adriatic Charter of NATO 
aspirants on September 25, 2008. As stated above, a formal invitation to begin with the 
accession talks Montenegro received on 2 December 2015, and that part of accession process 
is expected to be concluded by the Warsaw Summit in July 2016. In addition, from December 
9, 2009 Montenegro is part of ISAF mission in Afghanistan, UNMIL mission in Liberia, and 
ATALANTA mission in Somalia (North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 2015). 

11  The North Atlantic Treaty. 1949. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization. 
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ing – Damar agency presented the results of the analysis that are 
indicating that 47.3% support Montenegro to become a NATO 
member (a public support in 2013 was 38%) (Vijesti online, 
2016). Also, both groups are presenting the Ukrainian geopoliti-
cal context as an additional argument for this debate. 

Montenegro’s Euro-Atlantic integration process must be ob-
served and understood through the geopolitical lenses of the 
current Ukrainian crisis. The reason is because the emerged is-
sue of Montenegro’s accession represents a repercussion of the in-
tensified on-going rivalry between NATO and Russia, where the 
objective criteria for accession are not applicable any more. With 
the annexation of Crimea and intervention in Ukraine, Russia 
has challenged the fundamental principles of the European order 
(European Council on Foreign Affairs, 2014). In addition, Rus-
sian motive is to restore the international community in which 
spheres of influence would play a major role in defining inter-
national relations. Hence, the clash between NATO and Russia 
derives from that geopolitical momentum, and it is necessary to 
analyze Montenegro’s case through the same perspective.   

It would be opportune to think that NATO is extending its 
membership to Montenegro because of the ideological or altru-
istic reasons, and not due to the set of particular geopolitical in-
terests that it would gain through accepting Montenegro in mem-
bership. Primarily, Montenegro’s accession to NATO could serve 
to transmit the message that Russia could not impact or veto 
any of its activity, whether discussing enlargement, missions, or 
something else (especially significant in the context of contem-
porary geopolitical clashes.) Western diplomats are continuous-
ly stating that Montenegro’s accession would be a clear message 
to the Kremlin that they cannot block, postpone or in any terms 
influence NATO expansion (EurActiv, 2015). Therefore, this 
round of enlargement is important in the domain in which the 
Alliance expresses that no third parties, i.e. Russian Federation, 
can interfere in internal affairs of the Alliance and its interests, 
even though high Russian officials were intensively commenting 
that NATO’s expansion to Montenegro is “a mistake, even a prov-
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ocation” and an “irresponsible policy”, as stated Russian Foreign 
Minister Lavrov (Farkas, 2015). 

Another concrete Alliance’s geopolitical interest in extending 
its membership to Montenegro lies in its specific geographical 
position. Namely, this small Western Balkan country is of im-
mense geopolitical significance, primarily due to its access to the 
Adriatic Sea, which allows control and monitoring of the Medi-
terranean Sea (Nič, 2015). With the accession of Montenegro, the 
Alliance will bring the entire Adriatic coastline under its umbrel-
la, and it protects itself from any further security threats of Russia 
in the Adriatic (unlike the Baltic Sea). Also, if necessary NATO 
can assist in joint operations and interoperability in such endeav-
ors as emergency response, humanitarian assistance, anti-smug-
gling, and even anti-terrorist coastal patrols (Bugajski and Dar-
manovic, 2015). Including Montenegro, as noted by one senior 
NATO military official, NATO prevents having “Kaliningrad on 
the Mediterranean” (Farkas, 2015). 

Offering membership to Montenegro touches upon the issue 
of prospects of sustainability of NATO’s open door policy, as well 
as its validity. Some analysts observe that Montenegro is the only 
credible candidate in this context, and a case study for the “open 
door” policy, particularly having in mind the intensified Rus-
sian geopolitical moves related to the seizure of Crimea and its 
involvement into other parts of Ukraine (Hunter, 2015). Hence, 
NATO’s decision not to invite Montenegro to join would mean 
the Alliance complies and acknowledges Russian influence on the 
enlargement policy, which is a major cornerstone for the develop-
ment of every security and political alliance (Walker, 2015). The 
issue of NATO’s continuing “open door” policy is an indicator 
for an efficient and prosperous military alliance, therefore small 
Montenegro certainly matters for the credibility of the Alliance. 

In addition, the NATO expansion to Montenegro, the first 
since Croatia and Albania joined in 2009, would revive the en-
largement policy that needed reenergizing especially in the time 
of intertwined and complex geopolitical environment. With the 
Montenegro’s accession, NATO would provide prospects for oth-
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er three formally recognized aspirants (Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na, Macedonia and Georgia) that the “open door” policy is still 
functioning, with which it will inspire them to continue with the 
required progress and reforms (Farkas, 2015). If we would like 
to divide the impact of Montenegro’s accession to the other aspir-
ants, NATO membership would make Montenegro a role mod-
el for Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, since these two 
Western Balkan states need to conduct fundamental and painful 
reforms in order to eventually obtain membership. Whereas for 
Georgia (and Ukraine) it would mean that the “open door” policy 
is still functioning, because that was frequently questioned in the 
context of Russian annexation of Crimea (Gramer, 2015). 

It could not be negligible that NATO benefits from the Monte-
negro’s membership also in terms of bringing stability to the Bal-
kan region, which is still traumatized from the civil war during 
the 1990s (Farkas, 2015). With this round of enlargement, Mon-
tenegro would become the third former Yugoslavian state to join 
NATO after Slovenia and Croatia. Hence, in the region that char-
acterizes unfinished processes of democratization and institu-
tional reforms, problems with corruption and rule of law, as well 
as not fully resolved disputes, particularly border disputes,12 one 
more state under NATO umbrella represent an additional factor 
of stability in this fragile region. 

On the other hand, the invitation for Montenegro to join 
NATO provoked prompt reactions from Russia, which are in line 
with the known Kremlin standpoint that NATO expansion to 
the countries of Eastern Europe is part of project to isolate Rus-
sia and constrain its strategic interests (Stapleton, 2015). There-
fore, the initial geopolitical interests of Russia in the Montene-
gro’s Euro-Atlantic path should be observed within the context 
of its overall foreign policy, particularly of the part that is dealing 
with the security (Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Ser-
bia, 2016). The Kremlin is often emphasizing that the system of 
global security should be redefined in order to adjust to the new 
12  Bosnia and Herzegovina remains a weak state, and someone would even define it as a failed 

state; Macedonia with a blockade in integration processes, due to the name dispute with 
Greece, as well as divided ethnic society; Serbia and Kosovo unresolved dispute, where EU acts 
as a mediator.
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challenges in the international arena. Russian officials are argu-
ing that NATO lost its purpose after the Cold War and dissolu-
tion of the Warsaw pact, while at the same time advocating and 
promoting OSCE as a new security forum.

President Putin’s establishment firmly opposed the further 
NATO enlargement, which is evident in the statement of his 
spokesman Dmitry Peskov, who underlined that “the continued 
eastward expansion of NATO and NATO’s military infrastructure 
cannot but result in retaliatory actions from the east, i.e. from the 
Russian side, in terms of ensuring security and supporting the 
parity of interests” (BBC, 2015). However, this came as no sur-
prise, since the main principle of the Moscow’s foreign policy, af-
ter the resurgence of its economy and power,13 gravitates around 
the issue of security. Certainly, in this geopolitical power-play 
NATO is perceived as a main geopolitical foe and threat to its se-
curity (Gramer, 2015). Following this analogy, Montenegro’s Eu-
ro-Atlantic accession process became part of the Russian security 
threat, which was also affirmed by the President of the Defense 
Committee of the Russian Senate Victor Ozerov, who said clearly 
that “Montenegro is becoming now a potential threat to Russia’s 
security” (BBC, 2015). Therefore, restraining the NATO expan-
sion represents a strategic priority for Russia (Gramer, 2015).

Another Russian geopolitical interest in this small Western 
Balkan country is located in the geographical importance of 
Montenegro, and it is particularly important for its wider strate-
gic objectives. As abovementioned, with the Montenegro’s mem-
bership Alliance would bring the entire Adriatic coastline under 
its umbrella, with which Russia would lose its access to the Medi-
terranean through the south Adriatic Sea (Oualaalou, 2015). The 
Kremlin demonstrated the extent of importance in the access to 
the Adriatic Sea in 2013 by requesting the Montenegrin authori-
ties to grant them the permission to use the Port of Bar as a logis-
tical support for the Russian naval fleet, as a part of their strong 
campaign for positioning itself in the Mediterranean (Helsinki 
Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, 2016). The Montenegrin 
government refused this request, which resulted in Russian Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs stating that this decision is “a profound 

13  In terms of possibility to gain influence in the geopolitical context. 
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disappointment” and accusing Montenegro of “having a short-
term memory” (Nič, 2015). 

The third factor that provoked reaction from the Russian side 
refers to the issue of protecting its citizen and their interests, as 
well as their property or businesses in Montenegro. This Russian 
behavior is often being used as an incentive for the geopolitical 
moves in the context of halting the Euro-Atlantic enlargement to 
the East. The most prominent recent examples of that are Crimea, 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia. In addition, Russia has a considera-
ble economic leverage over Montenegro, especially in the field of 
tourism and real estate – it is estimated that 40% of Montenegro’s 
real estate is Russian-owned (Gramer, 2015). They have started to 
infiltrate in a relatively large scale in the Montenegro’s economy 
and society in recent years, as a part of a Moscow’s wider strategy 
to hinder and diminish Montenegro’s Euro-Atlantic path, as well 
as to increase energy dependence (Đorđević, 2014). The figures 
are indicating that the Russian investments in recent years had 
been larger than any other foreign investments in the Montene-
grin market, while from the period 2009 to 2011 Russia had in-
vested more than 300 million USD in wide range of areas, but 
mainly in tourism and metal industries (Đorđević, 2014).14 Also, 
it could not be neglected that Russian tourists make 1/3 of the to-
tal structure of tourists visiting (300,000 per year), while Russian 
businesses have invested in capital tourist resorts in Montenegro 
(Đorđević, 2014). Throughout all those activities, Russia and its 
citizens were recalling ethno-cultural ties and religious links with 
Montenegro, based on a common historical memory (Raspopo-
vić, 2009).

Russia’s reactions towards Montenegro’s accession process 
were prompt, severe and with the inflammatory rhetoric, which 
indicated that the Kremlin will not give up easily on the country 
that was historically in their sphere of influence (Helsinki Com-
mittee for Human Rights in Serbia, 2016). Russian Ambassador 
to Serbia, Alexander Chepurin, commented the Euro-Atlantic in-
14  The figures of the Central Bank of Montenegro are indicating that in 2013 Russia has invested 

more than 136 million USD, out of which 108 million went to the real estate sector, followed by 
the intercompany debt of 25 million USD. Russian investments in companies and banks were 3 
million USD (Intellinews, 2014).
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tegration process of Montenegro by saying that “like everywhere 
else there are also monkeys in politics.” Whereas, Ambassador of 
Russia to Podgorica, Jacob Geramisov, was “more subtle”, and he 
stressed that Russia would be forced to reconsider its relationship 
with Montenegro once the latter joined NATO (Helsinki Com-
mittee for Human Rights in Serbia, 2016)). Moreover, the Presi-
dent of the Defense Committee of the Russsian Senate Victor Oz-
erov emphasized that membership in NATO “will disable many 
programs Russia has been implementing in Montenegro, includ-
ing the technical-military cooperation” (Helsinki Committee for 
Human Rights in Serbia, 2016).

Nevertheless, the most hostile Russian statement in this re-
gard was that “Montenegro is being a legitimate target of Russian 
nuclear weapons once it joins NATO” (Helsinki Committee for 
Human Rights in Serbia, 2016). However, the highest ranking 
message came from Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey 
Lavrov who said that Montenegro’s joining NATO is “an artificial 
decision” that represents “an openly confrontational step fraught 
with additional destabilizing consequences for the system of Eu-
ro-Atlantic security” (Gramer, 2015). Also, Dmitry Peskov, Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin’s spokesman, commented regarding invita-
tion to Montenegro to start with the accession talks by saying that 
NATO’s expansion “cannot but result in retaliatory actions from 
the East.” (Stapleton, 2015). Even the Russian Duma got involved 
in the NATO’s expansion to Montenegro with the adoption of the 
Statement in which they underline that accession to NATO could 
have “negative tendencies in the area of tourism, investments and 
economic cooperation between Russia and Montenegro” (Vijes-
ti online, 2016). Also, the Statement is calling upon the National 
Assembly of Montenegro, the National Assemblies of the NATO 
member states and MP’s of the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly 
to refrain from the expansion of the Alliance. Moreover, the ulti-
mate stage of Russian interfering in Montenegro’s internal affairs 
within that Duma’s Statement was the part in which it says that 
Montenegro’s authorities, “being scared to hear voice of the peo-
ple,” avoids to organize the national referendum on this matter 
(Vijesti online, 2016).
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Another aspect of the Russian power-play in the Euro-Atlantic 
integration of Montenegro is reflected through its support to the 
part of Montenegrin opposition – mainly pro-Serbian and an-
ti-NATO parties (Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Ser-
bia, 2016). After NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg’s visit 
to Montenegro in September 2015, with which it was implicitly 
confirmed that the invitation for membership is inevitable, part 
of the opposition parties organized protracted protests in front 
of the National Parliament (Reka, 2015). The dominant notions 
of the protests were Chetnik iconography, glorification of Russia 
and Putin, and anti-NATO and inflammatory discourse. There-
fore, it was apparent that the objective of the protests was to pres-
ent the country as unstable and not supportive towards NATO 
membership.  Furthermore, leaders of the opposition parties 
were often warmly received in Moscow by the highest Russian of-
ficials, after which they would jointly reiterated Russian support 
to Montenegro and opposed NATO enlargement. 

At the end, it is worth mentioning that Russia, in opposing 
NATO enlargement, is clearly violating an international declara-
tion that it signed in December 2010 at the OSCE Summit in Ka-
zakhstan. Namely, the product of the Summit was the Commem-
orative Declaration15 that in one of its paragraphs states: “We re-
affirm the inherent right of each and every participating State to 
be free to choose or change its security arrangements, including 
treaties of alliance” (Haltzel, 2015).

CONCLUDING REMARKS: LESSONS FROM THE MONTENEGRIN 
CASE

Every round of the NATO enlargement represents a specific 
process per se, but the common thing is that it is defined and in-
fluenced by geography, power resources and by political assump-
tions and security strategy of the individual state. As such, the 
Euro-Atlantic integration/NATO enlargement is at large scale, 
even dominantly impacted by geopolitics. The case of Montene-
gro shows that the final decision regarding NATO membership 
is dependent on the contemplation of geopolitical repercus-
15  Astana Commemorative Declaration: Towards a Security Community. 2000. Seventh OSCE 

Summit of Heads of State or Government.
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sions despite the conducted expensive and painful reforms. It 
may therefore be argued that geopolitics has taken priority over 
democratization and institutional reform, i.e. realist over liberal 
thought. Or as Hillen and Noonan (1998, 26) have noted: “Many 
who concluded that the raw calculations of geopolitics were passé 
joined the long line of hopeful Western intellectuals who have 
since classical times forecast the end of war and of strategy.”

In order to preserve its position in the complex contemporary 
international environment, NATO needs to adjust its enlargement 
policy based on the geopolitical postulates and perspectives. In 
addition, it is of crucial importance for every subject of the inter-
national community to be aware and thoroughly understand the 
geopolitical dimensions. At the end, it might be useful to go back 
at the start and to recall Sloan’s (1988) definition that geopolitics 
is “a theory of spatial relationship and historical causation whose 
perspective is the international system as a whole.”  Hence, states 
are a priori interested in ensuring its security and stability (and 
from that basis prosperity), which is in many ways defined by its 
geographical location and, as Sloan (1988) would add, specific 
historical circumstances.
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