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Executive Summary

Foreign Interference of China, Russia and Turkey in the EU Enlargement Countries until
2035: Three Scenarios and Policy Implications

This policy paper examines how Russian, Chinese, and Turkish influence in the Western
Balkans and the Eastern Trio may evolve by 2035, combining the InvigoratEU External
Influence Index with a structured strategic foresight approach. The Index documents a
sharp decline and high volatility in Russian influence since 2013, driven by war dynamics,
sanctions, and geopolitical rupture, alongside a more incremental expansion of Chinese
and Turkish influence through economic engagement, connectivity initiatives, and socially
embedded networks.

Building on these empirical patterns, the paper identifies key drivers of external influence,
drawing on political, economic, and societal dimensions, and reorganising them into higher-
order strategic clusters that underpin a two-axis scenario framework. The first axis captures
the strength of EU anchoring in candidate countries, understood as the interaction between
EU credibility and domestic alignment, while the second concerns the nature of the
international system, ranging from a rules-based order to coercive, “might-makes-right”
dynamics. Crossing these axes yields three plausible scenarios for 2035: Great-Power
Chessboard, characterised by intensified external leverage and weakened EU anchoring;
Resilient Europe, where credible EU engagement, gradual integration, and domestic
governance reforms reduce vulnerabilities; and Strategic Tug-of-War, a baseline trajectory
marked by sustained hybrid competition and partial EU anchoring.

Across all scenarios, the analysis shows that external influence is not predetermined but
contingent on governance capacity, societal resilience, and the credibility and delivery of
EU engagement. While Russia’s trajectory remains uniquely volatile and shaped by critical
uncertainties linked to the war in Ukraine, China’s and Turkey's influence evolves more
predictably within structural constraints set by EU policy choices and domestic conditions.
The paper concludes that strengthening EU anchoring - through credible enlargement,
gradual integration, and sustained support for governance and societal resilience - remains
the most effective strategy to limit destabilising external influence and reinforce long-term
stability in the EU's enlargement countries.
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1 Introduction

The EU enlargement countries are entering a decisive decade, as EU enlargement has
regained momentum as a geostrategic imperative after Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine.
In this context, the Western Balkans (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro,
North Macedonia and Serbia) and the Eastern Trio (Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine) - all EU
candidate or potential candidate countries - face overlapping challenges shaping their
political, economic and societal trajectories, including war, security crises, energy
uncertainty, governance fragility, demographic decline and a rapidly shifting global
environment. These challenges interact with a growing presence of external actors whose
influence affects domestic politics, economic choices and societal perceptions. Russia,
China and Turkey, in particular, have long projected power in the region, although the scale,
methods and objectives of their engagement have changed. Understanding how these
dynamics may evolve over the coming years is therefore essential to counteracting the
destabilising effects of external influence and invigorating EU engagement and
cooperation with enlargement countries, in support of a more resilient Europe.

The present policy paper addresses this need by combining empirical measurement with
strategic foresight. It draws on the InvigoratEU External Influence Index, a systematic tool
tracking political, economic and societal influence of Russia,! China? and Turkey® across
eleven years and all the EU enlargement countries in Eastern and Southeastern Europe,
treating Turkey analytically as an external actor in light of the prolonged suspension of its
accession negotiations and its evolving regional role. The Index helps to shed light on why
influence expands in some contexts while remaining constrained in others. It suggests that
Russian influence follows a highly volatile pattern, with sharp shifts driven by geopolitical
ruptures, war dynamics and an increasing reliance on coercive instruments. Chinese
influence follows a more stable upward path shaped by investment, connectivity diplomacy
and selective institutional engagement. Turkish influence, by contrast, is more socially
embedded, sustained by cultural proximity, diaspora networks, education links and
pragmatic cooperation.

The empirical findings of the Index provide the starting point for a structured forward-
looking analysis exploring how influence trajectories could unfold by 2035. Building on
these empirical patterns, the paper then employs strategic foresight methods to identify
key drivers, clarify uncertainties and outline plausible future trajectories, rather than making
predictions about the future. The exercise identifies two systemic axes that structure the
future. The first axis concerns the strength of EU anchoring in candidate states, understood
as the interaction between the credibility of EU accession prospects and domestic
alignment with reform and integration commitments. The second axis concerns the nature
of the international environment, ranging from a rules-based order to a coercive and highly
contested global system. Combining these dimensions yields three plausible scenarios: (1)
The “Great-Power Chessboard” scenario, which imagines a world in which power-driven

' Marko Todorovi: Long Policy Report on Russia's Ambitions and Leverage, May 2025,
https://zenodo.org/records /17338235

2 Matteo Bonomi: Chinese Influence In The Eastern Trio And The Western Balkans: Strategic Fragmentation In
The EU's Enlargement Countries, August 2025, https://zenodo.org/records/17338857.

5 Marko Todorovi: Long Policy Report on Tureky's Ambitions and Leverage, Sectember 2025,
https://zenodo.org/records/17339529.
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