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Abstract: The geographical expansion of the EU migration policies toward 
candidate countries in the Western Balkans is reshaping perceptions of 
borders—both as physical realities and socio-political constructs. Drawing 
on insights from the Critical Border Studies (CBS) framework, this article 
explores the externalization of migration and border management in the 
Western Balkans, with a particular focus on Serbia's central position along 
the Balkan route. It examines Serbia's role in border and migration 
governance beyond the asymmetrical dynamics of the EU accession process, 
considering the political and economic advantages of its 'buffer zone' 
status—where it safeguards the EU’s external borders while leveraging this 
position as a tool of migration diplomacy. 

INTRODUCTION 
This article explores the role of Serbia’s borders 

within the broader architecture of the European 
Union migration management, with a particular 
focus on Serbia’s positioning as a ‘buffer zone’, 
informed by the theoretical lens of Critical Border 
Studies (CBS).1 The theoretical framework of CBS is 
an interdisciplinary approach that examines 
borders not only as static geographical lines but as 
dynamic processes and practices. It challenges 
traditional notions of borders and emphasizes their 
fluid, multidimensional nature. I draw on the 
concept of ‘bordering practices’ which refers to any 
kind of activity that effectively constitutes a 
(national) border or that modifies the territorial 
borders in any kind of way. Borders are, thus, not 
merely seen as physical markers, but they are seen 
to be enacted through policies, social interactions, 
and symbolic acts. As such, individuals and 
institutions play an active role in shaping borders, 
for example, through creating and shaping 
discourses or performing actions. This implies that 
borders are not only perceived as territorial lines on 
a map, but that borders are also performed through 
rituals, such as when citizens show their passports 
during internal controls in a country or when 
refugees apply for international protection. In this 

 
 

way, the bordering practices have a performative 
value on socio-economic policies and realities. 

Studying the period between 2015 and 2024, the 
material informing this study consists of empirical 
fieldwork in Serbia, including more than 60 
interviews with the EU officials, Serbian ministries, 
intergovernmental and non-governmental 
organizations, as well as with migrants, asylum 
seekers and refugees. Furthermore, I have also 
analyzed the official documents provided by the 
UNHCR, Frontex, Europol, and the European 
Commission, as well as the Serbian legislation and 
national strategies on migration, borders, and 
asylum. 

EXTERNALIZATION OF BORDERS AND BORDERING 
PRACTICES  

In modern society, the state demonstrates the 
omnipresence of borders and intrudes extensively 
into people's lives and bodies through biometric 
technologies.2 Nevertheless, this presence of 
bordering practices does not imply that borders are 
everywhere, but rather that for some people, i.e., 
those who are liable to border control, borders are 
everywhere, while for others, i.e., those who are not 
targeted by border control, borders are not 
everywhere.3 From this perspective, borders 
therefore are not fixed, but follow the movements 
of people liable to control.  

The Critical Border Studies theoretical framework 
argues that in relation to borders the notions of 
time and space are blurred.4 In fact, the location of 
the border is seen as a form of continuous 
stretching both within a state and outside of the 
limits of its sovereignty through border control 
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technologies and practices of externalization or 
outsourcing of border and migration control to 
countries outside the EU. 

The EU's migration policies have ‘gradually 
transformed into outsourcing of borders at a 
distance, with border guards and buffer zones’.5 
Therefore, the constitution of buffer zones, through 
the externalization and securitization of borders,6 
offers an opportunity to analyze the bordering 
practices in Serbia during and after the 2015 
‘migration crisis’, demonstrating the characteristics 
of the EU and Serbian migration policies.  

While the location of the border, stricto sensu, is 
complex to define, the use of modern technologies 
leads to both the deterritorialization and 
reterritorialization of the border.7 This happens 
both within and outside the Schengen area, 
transforming the location of border control. It also 
transforms the nature of border control as physical 
barriers, boundaries, or the shape of a state no 
longer constitute the border. Instead, the border, 
and along with it border control, are activated by 
individuals on the move. Since the border control 
technologies are increasingly remote from the EU 
borders and can be defined as ‘remote control 
tools’,8 they encounter the border in its virtual form 
long before they have crossed (or attempted to 
cross) the physical border. 

The EU’s biometric digitalization in the Western 
Balkan countries expands the concept of border 
control by means of data exchange on migrants and 
refugees via cooperation with Frontex9 and 
Europol.10 In order to facilitate the exchange of data, 
the harmonization of technologies is enacted 
through the development strategy of the Serbian 
Ministry of the Interior11 as a way to modernize the 
Ministry's information system, “considering in 
particular the need to establish exchange with 
large-scale information systems which are used in 
the EU such as the Dublin and Eurodac databases 
but also SIS II, VIS12 and Europol”.13 

Therefore, these bordering practices blur the 
distinction between inside and outside and move 

focus away from the border as a physical line to the 
individual on the move and his or her legal status. 
As a result, border control is becoming less and less 
material, enabling it to be outsourced long before a 
Schengen border is crossed. Borders become 
virtual networks for exchanging data on migrants or 
refugees, no longer limited to territories but to the 
ideas and practices of the EU migration policy. 

THE OUTSOURCING OF THE EU BORDERS IN 
SERBIA: ANALYSIS OF THE BUFFER ZONE BORDERS  

Through the EU accession process, the EU 
imposes a border control regime to Serbia,14 
consolidating the country’s status as a border guard 
of the EU’s external borders. To define the contours 
of Serbian migration policy, it is necessary to 
analyze and qualify these terms in the context of the 
2015 ‘migration crisis’. 

The term ‘buffer zone’ refers to a geopolitical 
space that is protecting ‘by non-military means, a 
group of powerful and essentially stable states from 
a perceived non-military security threat deriving 
from a proximate region of economic and political 
instability’.15 As has been argued before, Serbia 
effectively functions as a buffer zone for the EU as 
much as it absorbs ‘shocks’ or mitigates potentially 
‘difficult’ migration situations for the EU member 
states. The securitization of the EU’s external 
borders was reinforced in the wake of the 2015 
‘migration crisis’, confirming the Western Balkan 
countries’ status as the shock absorbers protecting 
the EU member countries from ‘unwanted’ 
migrants. In the following, I offer a historical and 
political genealogy of how Serbia has become a 
buffer zone country. 

The countries on the Balkan migration route are 
the countries of the Western Balkans region. At the 
Thessaloniki Summit in 2003, the Western Balkans 
were designated as a distinct geopolitical area 
comprising Albania and all the countries of former 
Yugoslavia (Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, North Macedonia, Montenegro, and 
Kosovo),16 except for Slovenia. This regional 
designation is coupled to the prospect of EU 
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membership, a process that is financially supported 
by the EU. Part of this accession process is that the 
states integrate the EU migration control policies, 
cooperate with the EU migration management 
institutions, and access European funds dedicated 
to these matters. One of the first objectives 
following the Thessaloniki summit has been to 
introduce visa liberalization for citizens of the 
Western Balkans region. A prerequisite for this was 
the Western Balkan states’ adoption of the EU 
migration policies. This includes the EU strategy of 
externalization of migration, asylum and borders 
through instruments such as readmission 
agreements, cross-border cooperation, and the 
exchange of data on migrants and refugees. In 
other words, controlling borders and the migration 
of third-country nationals that transit or immigrate 
from the Western Balkans to the EU member states 
was a precondition for the visa liberalizations for 
Western Balkan countries. 

The 2015 ‘migration crisis’ has consolidated 
Serbia's geopolitical position at the heart of the 
buffer zone of the Western Balkans, through 
intensified cooperation with the European Border 
and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex). The priority of 
this cooperation with Serbia as part of the ‘first line 
of defense’ was underlined by Frontex Executive 
Director Fabrice Leggeri in 2017.17 The status 
agreement between Serbia and Frontex was signed 
in 2019. Similar agreements were signed with 
Albania in 2018, with North Macedonia in 2022, and 
with Montenegro in 2019.18 

Since the adoption of a new regulation in 2019, 
Frontex is allowed to practice executive powers in a 
third country, such as border checks and 
registration of persons.19 Since 2022, Frontex has 
signed border management cooperation 
agreements with Albania, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia and Serbia.  

Followed by the implementation of data 
exchanges with the EU, the cooperation with 
Frontex, and the establishment of a network of 
Frontex liaison officers spread across the region, is 
supporting the emergence of a deterritorialized 

security area, enabling the externalization of EU 
borders throughout the Western Balkans. 

CIRCULAR MOVEMENTS ON THE BALKAN ROUTE 
Up until 2015, the migration routes ran from 

North Macedonia and Bulgaria meeting up in 
Serbia’s capital Belgrade and continuing towards 
Hungary, Austria, and Germany (see map 1 below). 

Map 1: Migration routes before 15 Sept 201520 

 
As soon as the Hungarian border closed on 

September 15, 2015, the migrants’ route shifted 
westwards, towards Croatia (see map 2 below).21 

After the EU-Turkey Statement in early 2016, the 
countries on the Balkan route declared the ‘closure’ 
of the route. In effect, this meant the intensification 
of repressive and violent border control practices in 
North Macedonia, Serbia, Bulgaria, Hungary and 
Croatia, reported increase in chain pushbacks,23 as 
well as consolidation of restrictive migration and 
asylum policies.  

Because of Hungary’s increasingly restrictive 
migration policies, particularly the July 2016 
amendments to the Asylum Act and the State 
Border Act, which authorized Hungarian police to 
summarily return migrants apprehended within 8 
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kilometres of the border, numerous migrants were 
left stranded at the Serbian-Hungarian border.24  

Map 2: Migration routes between 2015-201622 

 
 
These restrictive policies have caused a 
humanitarian crisis on Serbian-Hungarian border 
and provoked strong reactions of civil society 
organizations, including the Hungarian Helsinki 
Committee,25 pointing out the violation of 
international refugee law and EU law, which 
guarantees asylum seekers the right to remain on 
the territory of the EU Member State until a decision 
on their asylum application is made. 

However, while some migrants were stranded, 
these repressive practices have also amplified 
circular movements within the Western Balkans 
region. Following the restrictions on migrant 
mobility, the directions of migratory movements 
have changed: the transit route now goes through 
Albania, Montenegro or Kosovo,26 North 
Macedonia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina in an 
attempt to cross the border into Croatia.27 If their 
attempt proves unsuccessful, migrants return to 
Bosnia and Herzegovina or Serbia, with the 
intention of making subsequent attempts to cross 
the border, thereby creating a circular movement 
within the region.28 

While between 2015 and 2017, the majority of 
migrants passed through Serbia to access the 
territories of Hungary or Croatia, during the second 
half of 2017, the UNHCR noted an increase in the 
number of migrants arriving in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina from Serbia or Montenegro (see map 
3).29 

Map 3: Circular movements since 201730 

 
Since 201731 up until today,32 the circular mobility 

within the region is a result of pushbacks from the 
EU member states, Croatia, Hungary, Romania and 
Bulgaria to Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina as 
well as a chain pushback from Serbia to North 
Macedonia, Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and Kosovo as well as from Kosovo to Albania, 
Montenegro or to Serbia in a circular manner.33 
Even though the migratory movements have been 
changing within the region, creating a relatively 
closed circle, the presence of migrants in Serbia is 
still remarkable, as noted by the UNHCR report from 
January 2025.34 I therefore observe the circular 
movements within the region as a reaction to the 
restrictive migration policies of the European 
border regime and ultimately, as an expression of 
migrant’s agency.35 

BORDERS AS TOOLS OF MIGRATION DIPLOMACY  
Since the 2015 ‘migration crisis’ Serbia uses the 

geopolitical position of its borders as a tool of 
migration diplomacy.36 As a direct consequence of 
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restrictive migration and border policies and the 
externalization of migration and border control to 
Serbia, many migrants remain stranded in Serbia. 
The EU is, thus, depending on Serbia’s ‘protection’ of 
its external borders from unwanted migration, and 
is encouraging the Serbian authorities to keep 
migrants stranded on their territory, as a 
deterrence measure. Serbia, in turn, desires to gain 
political leverage vis-à-vis the EU by acting as a 
‘reliable partner’.37  

The Serbian government uses its position on the 
Balkan route, bordering the EU member states, and 
its capacity to manage the transit and reception of 
migrants, to negotiate the amount of EU funding. 
Without such funding, Serbia would not be able to 
maintain ‘the human quality of the humanitarian 
system of migration management’,38 as a state 
official declared in 2016. As an otherwise ‘weak’ 
actor in international relations,39 Serbia practices 
migration diplomacy. This means that Serbia makes 
use of the EU's interest in controlling migration to 
its territory to obtain political and economic 
benefits, including funding through the Instrument 
for Pre-accession Assistance- IPA I, II, and III40 and 
the EU Regional Trust Fund in response to the Syrian 
crisis -MADAD 1 and 2.41 Serbia’s buffer zone status 
thus paradoxically strengthens institutional, 
political, and economic relations between the EU 
and Serbia42 and the multilateral and bilateral 
relations43 between Serbia and the EU and its 
member states have indeed intensified since the 
2015 ‘migration crisis’. Since 2015, Serbia has signed 
bilateral agreements with Hungary, the Czech 
Republic, and Slovakia, allowing the deployment of 
the border guards on the borders between Serbia, 
Bulgaria, and North Macedonia within the 
framework of the EU-funded project -Special 
Measures II.44 

Relations between the EU and Serbia reveal a 
convergence of interests regarding the reception of 
migrants and asylum seekers and their confinement 
in camps, which are run by the Serbian state and 
financed by the EU. Serbia’s government considers 
the migrants to be in transit, ‘not willing to stay’,45 as 

Prime Minister Aleksandar Vučić declared. In 
combination with a malfunctioning reception 
system, migrants and asylum seekers end up 
socially isolated and often in a legal limbo. In a 
situation in which migration control is effectively 
transferred to an EU accession country that despite 
receiving substantial funding, refrains from making 
significant commitments to offering dignified living 
conditions to migrants, this treatment of migrants 
and asylum seekers has become a characteristic 
result of EU migration policy.  

CONCLUSION 
This article focuses on the role of Serbia in 

protecting the EU’s external borders. This is done 
through two interrelated and simultaneous 
processes, namely the Europeanisation of Serbian 
migration and asylum policy, initiated through the 
EU accession process, and through the EU’s 
strategic externalization of migration, asylum and 
border practices, which together form what I have 
termed a ‘buffer zone’. From a perspective on 
borders and bordering practices, the 
institutionalization of cooperation between Serbia 
and the EU (mainly through Frontex and Europol), 
which also facilitated the exchange of immigration 
data, produces borders that are no longer linked to 
territorial boundaries of the state but to bordering 
practices. The article also demonstrates that Serbia 
leverages its buffer zone status and uses its borders 
as a tool of its migration diplomacy.  
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