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The Balkans Emerge as America’s 
Energy Security Partner in Europe
Max Primorac

Affordable U.S. energy can help Europe 
to revive its economy, pay for its mil-
itary build-up, and end its reliance 
on Russian gas.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

At the 2026 Three Seas Initiative 
summit, the United States advanced 
gas, nuclear, and data center deals that 
make the Balkans a gateway for U.S. 
energy to Europe.

The Trump Administration correctly 
views the Balkans not as a social re-engi-
neering project, but as a serious energy 
security partner.

The topic of American energy security, espe-
cially as it relates to Europe, is timely. The 
current fast pace of energy integration is such 

that in the years to come we may look back at 2026 as 
the inflection point of a new and powerful transatlan-
tic energy security condominium.

Today, we face two major regional conflicts—the 
one in Ukraine and the one with Iran and its regional 
proxies. Both wars are significantly impacting Europe’s 
energy security, exposing its economic vulnerability 
to external shocks. This is happening while Europe is 
making radical policy shifts away from energy depen-
dence on cheap Russian oil and gas while it scales up 
its NATO defense spending. And there is, of course, 
the broader multifaceted threat posed by communist 
China that takes advantage of Europe’s high energy 
costs to displace Europe as a global manufacturing hub. 
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The result has been the loss of thousands of well-paying jobs. From a U.S. 
national security angle, especially as America prepares for a possible conflict 
with China, we need a stronger and wealthier Europe able to defend itself in 
a war with Russia. Energy security is central to achieving that goal.

The past year has seen the Administration of President Donald Trump 
engage in an aggressive commercial diplomatic campaign to press Europe 
to look to the United States as its main energy partner. In particular, the 
Administration has focused on the Western Balkans as a region ripe for 
providing strategic entry points for U.S. liquefied natural gas (LNG) to 
power Europe.

America Poised to Power Europe

Before discussing U.S. energy intensification in the Western Balkans, 
allow me to talk about the larger transatlantic context within which this 
opportunity has emerged.

Last year’s mega trade agreement struck between the United States and 
the European Union in Turnberry, Scotland, saw the EU make a historic 
commitment of $750 billion in future U.S. energy purchases.1 Already, the 
U.S. is Europe’s largest provider of LNG—constituting 58 percent of total 
LNG imports, which is 25 percent of Europe’s total gas consumption.2 We 
are inundated by the media with so much negative noise about the U.S. and 
Europe drifting apart, but this data point alone shows the organic deepening 
rather than drifting apart of the transatlantic alliance.

That said, we cannot ignore that there are deep philosophical differences 
across the Atlantic Ocean over the proper role of the state in directing 
energy policy and what that policy posture should look like. Those deep 
differences have been an obstacle to accelerating stronger transatlantic 
energy ties.3

Yet strengthening those energy ties is of the utmost importance, as cheap 
energy is foundational to a credible NATO defense upgrade. Neither can we 
ensure the economic vitality needed to generate tax revenues to finance 
increased defense budgets and to respond to growing socioeconomic pop-
ulist frustration with low economic growth rates and high unemployment 
throughout Europe, especially among youth, without it.4

So, at a time when strategic threats call for greater transatlantic align-
ment in our respective energy security approaches, the reality is that there 
remains substantial room for bettering the transatlantic energy security 
relationship. Recent events in the Western Balkans, I believe, indicate that 
this alignment is inevitable, and sooner rather than later.
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Diverging Energy Policies and Results

What are those differences? Only two years ago, President Joe Biden’s 
radical climate agenda echoed that of Europe, with massive multibil-
lion-dollar subsidies for green transition, severe restrictions on oil and 
gas permitting (no new drilling), and the pursuit of aggressive climate 
regulations designed to end manufacturing reliance on oil, gas, and coal. 
The climate agenda even permeated every aspect of the U.S. foreign aid 
portfolio.5 The result of those policies is like what Europe is experiencing 
today: Americans suffered from high energy costs and high inflation. We 
lost many private-sector jobs—especially to China. Our automobile sector 
was collapsing as few Americans wanted to buy electric vehicles, even with 
generous tax subsidies. Under President Biden’s energy policies, the U.S. 
was aligned with Europe’s decarbonization agenda and causing widespread 
economic suffering across America.

Geopolitically, the Western Balkans found itself vulnerable to external 
manipulation and exploitation, whether from Russian active measures cam-
paigns or communist China’s unfair practices to win public infrastructure 
tenders through bribes, under-cost bidding, and poor labor, environmental, 
and safety standards.6

Those days are gone!
The re-election of Donald Trump in November 2024 saw U.S. govern-

ment energy policy do a 180-degree turn7 that included withdrawing from 
the Paris climate accord, canceling billions in green-energy government 
subsidies, terminating government mandates forcing the automobile sector 
to produce electric vehicles, lifting regulatory constraints on fossil fuels, and 
ending climate-related foreign aid programs. The White House launched an 
aggressive campaign to promote U.S. oil and gas exports8 as the core of its 
national security strategy9—seeking global energy dominance—as well as 
being the foundation for economic growth and expanding the middle class.

Here we are, 18 months after President Trump took office. So, what are 
the results?

1.	 The United States has become the world’s largest producer of oil. We 
produce almost 23 million barrels of oil equivalents per day—20 
percent of the world’s total production.10 That compares to Russia’s 
10 million barrels and more than double that of Saudi Arabia. We are 
also the largest producer of natural gas with over 107 billion cubic 
feet per day,11 about double Russia’s production and four times more 
than China. We are 26 percent of global LNG exports. If you include 
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allies Australia and Qatar, that grows to over 60 percent of global LNG 
exports. That is energy dominance, and it will only get stronger.12

2.	 U.S. energy expansion has led to widening disparities in the cost of 
energy between EU countries and the U.S. with major implications 
for our respective economies. Electricity in the U.S. costs 25 euros per 
megawatt hour vs. 80 euros in Germany and 100 euros in the United 
Kingdom.13 The impact of the cost of energy on global economic 
competitiveness cannot be overstated.

3.	 Let’s look at America’s economic growth. Consider that the Trump 
Administration has cut over 350,000 public-sector jobs—nearly 12 
percent of the federal workforce.14 The cost of government therefore 
has plummeted, especially if you include billions of dollars in cli-
mate subsidies and grants to nonprofits that have been terminated 
by the Administration.15 Second, more than three million illegal 
immigrants have left the United States, either through deportation 
or by self-deporting.16 Some would expect that these events together 
would substantially drive down domestic consumption and drag down 
overall economic growth. That has not happened. In fact, economic 
growth in the United States has been above 2 percent since President 
Trump took office in January 2025. Employment levels remain steady 
with strong private-sector job growth and no public-sector hiring. 
This is wealth generation, not wealth redistribution, driving economic 
growth, and it is on a massive scale for a $32 trillion economy.17

4.	 In contrast, Europe is undergoing rapid deindustrialization. In Ger-
many, high energy costs and suffocating regulations are causing much 
economic damage. Last year, Germany, the engine of Europe’s econ-
omy, lost 177,000 manufacturing jobs and is losing 10,000 such jobs per 
month.18 Volkswagen recently announced it will cut another 50,000 
jobs.19 Germany cannot compete with China, and it is losing substan-
tial global capital export market share.

5.	 High energy costs prevent Europe from keeping pace with communist 
China and the United States on the artificial intelligence revolution, 
which requires massive energy-sucking data centers.20 Europe could 
find itself falling far behind technologically and economically com-
pared to other parts of the world. The impact on its future economic 
growth would be substantial.
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6.	 All that said, Europe deserves high praise for ending its dependence 
on Russian gas, which has been financing Putin’s war machine, despite 
the economic pain. Brussels has imposed a legally binding phase-out of 
Russian gas purchases by the end of next year.21 In January, EU-based 
companies will be prohibited from selling Russian natural gas to third 
parties.22 Finding alternative energy resources is inexorably driving 
closer U.S.–Europe energy ties.

The Three Seas Initiative Energy Nexus

Now that we have looked at the global transatlantic energy landscape, 
let us assess the impact of last April’s Three Seas Initiative (3SI) summit 
in Dubrovnik, Croatia. I believe this summit was quite significant as it was 
meant to be an inflection point not only for the Balkans but for Europe as 
a whole. A few months prior, U.S. Energy Secretary Chris Wright and the 
Chair of President Trump’s National Energy Dominance Council, U.S. Inte-
rior Secretary Doug Burgum, hosted a Transatlantic Gas Security summit 
for energy ministers from Central Europe and the Balkans.23 In Dubrovnik 
the U.S. government presented its thesis of “energy security as national 
security,” in which the U.S. government offers Europe a choice to consider 
America as its primary source of external energy.24

The initiative’s first summit was held in 2016 in direct response to an 
uncomfortable recognition of the poor north-south linkages among the 
former Warsaw Pact countries.25 Instead of being integrated regionally, each 
country’s rail, road, energy, and other infrastructure during the Cold War 
was deliberately connected to and under the control of Moscow. That legacy 
has left behind an estimated $1 trillion infrastructure gap.

Only two years before the initial 3SI summit in Dubrovnik, Russia had 
invaded Ukraine for the first time in 2014. Central Europe faced serious logistical 
vulnerabilities to defend itself against a larger Russian invasion. Hence the 
3SI’s focus on developing the region’s north-south transportation, energy, and 
digital interconnectivity. The 3SI was specifically created to break its member 
countries’ energy dependence on Russia. That mission is more salient today as 
Russia continues to attack Ukraine and still poses an existential threat to Europe.

The 13-member organization is composed of countries located between 
the Adriatic, Baltic, and Black Seas (hence, three seas) with a combined pop-
ulation of 120 million people. Poland, a key member, is now the 20th-largest 
economy in the world.26 In fact, the initiative is the brainchild of Poland and 
Croatia. The United States, Germany, and the European Union are strategic 
partners, and Japan and Turkey are also closely involved.
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It is important to note that President Trump spoke at the second 3SI 
summit that was held here in Warsaw in 2017. President Trump considers 
the speech he gave here as the defining philosophy of his Administration 
in which he posits that liberal democracy in the West can only survive 
with values based on the Christian faith and the stability of families.27 The 
Warsaw speech was a tribute to the resilience of the Polish people—men-
tioning John Paul the Great and Lech Walesa as heroes—to overcome 
centuries of foreign occupation and terror. So, it is no surprise that in a 
second Trump Administration the White House would pay close attention 
to the 3SI. Trump is a fan. I strongly recommend reading the speech. It will 
give you a perspective about President Trump’s worldview that you will 
never get from a biased media.

Dubrovnik Summit Wins

Let me now talk about the details of the Dubrovnik summit. The U.S. gov-
ernment focused on its energy security agenda, describing it as a national 
security agenda.28 The summit was held just weeks before the 36th NATO 
summit in Ankara, Turkey—in July 2026—in which NATO members again 
pledged to spend 1.5 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) on civil-
ian-military dual-use infrastructure. Energy security took center stage. Also 
in July, NATO approved 27 billion euros to upgrade its fuel supply-chain 
infrastructure over the next five years.29

For Washington, these many events are directly tied to a strategic desire 
for Europe to grow faster economically and become financially able to 
execute its ambitious military build-up. In Dubrovnik, U.S. Secretary of 
Energy Wright described the region as “where the prosperous, long-term, 
energized, future of Europe is coming from.” That was not rhetorical flair. 
Poland, as I mentioned, is now the world’s 20th-largest economy and 
recently announced it will build a third LNG terminal to feed gas to Slo-
vakia and Ukraine,30 making Poland a major regional gas hub that further 
marginalizes Russia, and by extension China.

The Dubrovnik summit itself saw major deals signed, including:

	l A $1.5 billion Southern Interconnection Gas Pipeline31 that will extend 
the LNG terminal in northern Croatia down the Dalmatian Coast to 
Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina. Sarajevo imports 96 percent of its 
natural gas needs from Russia but must terminate those imports by 
2028. This pipeline project will be America’s largest single investment 
in the region and could eventually pull Serbia out of Russia’s orbit. As 
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I testified before Congress last December,32 Serbia must be integrated 
into the West for the Balkans to achieve long-term stability. The deal 
includes construction of two power plants in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
that will be a boon to the country’s languishing economy.

	l The U.S. government also signed agreements with Croatia and 
Slovenia on upgrading and building new nuclear energy facilities, 
especially small modular reactors. So have Poland, Bulgaria, and 
Romania. Poland calls nuclear-based energy “the foundation block of 
new security.”33

	l A surprise at the summit was the announcement of a U.S.-based 
investment to develop a next-generation data center in Croatia, worth 
tens of billions of dollars.34 The project would enhance regional digital 
infrastructure. The deal depends on access to cheap energy. Croatia’s 
good mix of LNG, hydroelectric power, and nuclear energy makes that 
expectation realistic.

Greece as a Major U.S. Energy Ally

Greece joined the 3SI as a full member only three years ago, and its mem-
bership represents a boost to the U.S.-led energy transformation of Central 
Europe. Greece recently became a key gas importer connecting the Aegean to 
the Balkans and beyond. Last November at the Sixth Partnership for Transat-
lantic Energy Cooperation (P-TEC) gathering, the Greek government signed 
an offshore drilling deal with ExxonMobil.35 Over 70 percent of Greece’s LNG 
imports come from America and totaled over $1 billion last year.

Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis explained that “in 2020 we 
were merely a destination for gas…and in 2024 we witnessed a completely 
different picture.”36 Then, Greece imported six billion cubic meters of gas 
for internal use, and now it imports three times as much. Greece is now 
a key entry point for American LNG flowing through the Balkan Vertical 
Gas Corridor.

During the 3SI summit in Dubrovnik, the U.S., Greece, and Albania agreed 
to purchase another $6 billion of U.S. LNG.37 Montenegro has engaged in a 
series of talks with the U.S. leading to last month’s agreement to partner on 
infrastructure projects including pipeline extensions to connect into the 
larger Albanian and Croatian natural gas networks.38

In July, the U.S. and Serbia initiated the first strategic dialogue between 
the two countries, highlighting greater energy cooperation.39 As Serbia 
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remains a key Russian energy partner, heightened economic collaboration 
would be a positive step in moving the country westward. Europe should 
encourage it.

Conclusion

The point of providing these examples is to highlight the fast and inten-
sive pace with which the U.S. seeks to help Europe minimize its current 
energy vulnerabilities by providing it with cheap and secure energy sources 
to fuel its economic expansion. I also wanted to show you how the Balkan 
region has become central to achieving that strategic goal.

My final point: The Trump Administration has appointed political 
ambassadors to the region where traditionally these top posts were reserved 
for career diplomats. Political ambassadors naturally enjoy better access 
to the White House, and all have been instructed to aggressively pursue 
commercial diplomacy to advance U.S. interests and business opportunities 
and displace the presence of Russia and China. Balkan officials that are in 
contact with The Heritage Foundation are excited about what they see as 
a strong signal from the White House that America looks at the Balkans no 
longer through the prism of a social re-engineering project (nation-build-
ing) but as serious strategic energy partners.

That is very good news for the United States and its transatlantic part-
ners and very bad news for Russia and China.

Thank you.

Max Primorac is Senior Research Fellow in the Margaret Thatcher Center for Freedom at 

The Heritage Foundation. This Lecture is adapted from a special address delivered to the 

European Democrat Students, the youth organization of the European People’s Party, in 

Warsaw, Poland, on August 1, 2026.
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