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Abstract. When the conglomerate Agrokor, the biggest privately-owned company in Croatia and
the Balkans, found itself on the verge of bankruptcy in 2017 due to its outstanding debts, the whole Croatian
economy was under a threat of collapse. Since Agrokor accounts for 15% of the country’s economy
and employs approximately 60000 people, the situation was particularly alarming for the government,
which decided to intervene by starting the bailout process. Taking into consideration the fact that Agrokor’s
biggest creditors were Russian banks Sberbank and VTB, the crisis also had certain political implications.
In the midst of the critical situation, the Croatian leadership had to coordinate the country’s domestic
and global policies, attempting to find a common ground with Russia and surmount the crisis.
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Introduction

Successful economic development is of crucial importance to every modern country,
but even more so is the maintenance of its economic stability. Although the economy
of each individual country is susceptible to changes and fluctuations on the market,
bigger and more developed economies have an easier time dealing with such circum-
stances than smaller ones. Belonging to the latter category, Republic of Croatia was
faced with serious challenges when the country’s biggest company, Agrokor, found
itself on the verge of bankruptcy and heavily indebted to foreign banks — above all,
to Russia’s Sberbank and VTB.

The crisis obtained a political dimension when Croatian government decided
to interfere in order to prevent the company — and at the same time, national economy —
from crashing. Soon afterwards, various issues related to Croatian domestic and foreign
policies surfaced, what undoubtedly prolonged and further complicated the bailing out
process.

In the first part of the article, a brief history of Agrokor and its development will
be given. Special emphasis will be put on the way how the business in the conglomerate
was handled and how Ivica Todoric, Agrokor’s former owner, spread the company’s
area of influence. Moreover, this part of the article will cover how the crisis began, as
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well as what measures Croatian government had undertaken in order to prevent the
conglomerate from collapsing.

In order to fully depict and understand the proportions of the crisis and the way it
influenced Croatia’s foreign policy and relations with Russian Federation, the second
part of the article will give an overview of the turmoil that Agrokor case caused in the
Croatian domestic policy and political scene. It will reflect on the consequences these
events have had on the overall bailout process.

The final part of the work will focus on the relations between Croatia and Russia.
Due to the fact that Russian banks were Agrokor’s biggest creditors, it does not surprise
that the situation affected the countries’ relations and that the political dimension was
all the more emphasized.

Conclusion will cover all the main points and ideas presented in the article, as well
as provide additional analysis of the situation, with emphasis on the foreign policy
sector.

1. Agrokor: history and development
of the biggest conglomerate in the Balkans

Agrokor’s history dates back to 1976 when Ivica Todoric founded the agricultural
business specialized in floristry. This small, family-owned company soon started selling
flowers all over the former Yugoslavia, simultaneously earning returns on investment,
which then led to the expansion of the business onto wheat and oils. As a result, the com-
pany generated higher turnover and ensured easier access to finance. In 1989, Todoric
registered his business under the name “Agrokor”, stating its specialization in the pro-
duction, distribution and trade of flowers, as well as trade in oilseed and cereals [1].

Over the course of time Agrokor’s expansion continued, and even though he never
openly expressed his political adherence to any political party, Ivica Todoric has always
been in close contact with the political elite, what enabled him an easy access to various
enterprises offered for sale by the State Privatization Fund. Moreover, Todoric was also
in a good position to receive bank loans in order to purchase those enterprises. In a few
years, he bought several companies, but the acquisition of a retail chain “Konzum”
in 1994 was a stepping stone in Todoric’s business career, granting him access to com-
mercial property, as well as a big share of the market [1].

Agrokor’s expansion did not stop there. Soon, the company started to spread all
over the region, taking control over production and retail markets in Serbia, Hungary,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as Slovenia. Aside from the spheres of retail, agricul-
ture and food production, Todoric soon expanded his business onto other areas he con-
sidered profitable, such as tourism, healthcare and the energy sector. However, the basis
of this business expansion was the expensive debt accumulation, and the way of securing
the majority of funding included selling bonds on international markets, as well as
obtaining loans from commercial banks [1].

In the period between 2005 and 2007 [2], through the implementation of the afore-
mentioned principle of debt accumulation, Todoric purchased a number of Croatian
companies, such as PIK Vrbovec, Belje, Tisak, etc., and also expanded the retail chain
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“Konzum” to wholesale, simultaneously increasing the conglomerate’s vertical integra-
tion and area of influence [2]. The biggest transaction in the history of the region took
place in 2014, when Agrokor purchased Slovenian retail chain “Mercator” for 544 mil-
lion euros [3]. Considering the fact the company was already heavily financially bur-
dened, this particular purchase was a step too far and the beginning of Agrokor’s
collapse [1].

Due to the fact the conglomerate’s business strategies had been kept private over
the years, the public was first informed of the problems in Agrokor no sooner than
2017, when the agency Moody’s downgraded the company’s rating from B2 to B3, and
upgraded the bankrupcy rate from B1-PD to B3-PD [4]. This stirred up the rumours
about its potential collapse, simultaneously provoking reactions from stakeholders,
general public and politicians alike [5].

With approx. 60 000 employees and annual sales of 6.5 billion euros, Agrokor
remains the largest conglomerate not only in Croatia, but whole Southeast Europe [6].
The company’s income makes up 15% of Croatian economy [7] and its collapse would
have destroyed not only the country’s economy, but also negatively influenced the
overall economic stability in the region. For this reason, the Croatian government had
to interfere by introducing a special legislation in order to overcome the conglomerate’s
financial problems, passing a special law on 6 April 2017 [8], the so-called “Lex
Agrokor” [9]. However, the situation in Agrokor had unravelled a number of problems
related not only to Croatian economy, but also the country’s domestic and foreign
policies.

2. Effects of the Agrokor crisi
on the Croatian domestic policy

The crisis and the collapse of Agrokor is the first case in the history of Croatia as
an independent country which can be considered as “too-big-to-fail” (TBTF) case [10].
Companies, belonging to this category, are characterized by their systematic importance
for the whole country due to their size, area of influnce, number of employees, etc.
Their potential failure carries the risk of immense disruptions to the overall financial
system [11].

As the crisis in Agrokor continued to worsen and the risk of bankrupcy increased,
Ivica Todoric turned to the Croatian government, secretly meeting with the Prime
Minister Andrej Plenkovic and the ministers in March 2017 [12]. The potential
government bailout was discussed, which also presupposed a loan from the state
development bank (The Croatian Bank for Reconstruction and Development) [1]. This
period was the beginning of a turnmoil and various conflicts in the leading coalition
of the Croatian government, a centrist MOST party and HDZ (Croatian Democratic
Union), revolving around the Minister of Finance Zdravko Maric. As a former Agrokor
employee, Maric was accused of conflict of interest and MOST party demanded him
to be excluded from the bailout process [12]. Simultaneously, the government started
preparing the aforementioned “Lex Agrokor”, dismissing Ivica Todoric of his duty and
appointing emergency administration [13]. The law is in fact an “EA Act” (Act on
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Extraordinary Administration Proceedings in Companies of Systemic Importance for
the Republic of Croatia), which determines the framework for an extraordinary restruc-
turing proceedings, intended for companies considered to be of systematic importance
for the country’s economy [14].

The situation in the Croatian Parliament escalated on April 27, 2017, when Prime
Minister Plenkovic dismissed three MOST ministers, after they backed a no-confidence
vote against minister Maric’s and his involvement in the Agrokor case. Soon afterwards,
the president of Parliament and MOST Bozo Petrov declared the party’s exit from
the coalition, stating they were no longer a part of the government which protects
criminal actions and corruption in the country’s largest conglomerate [12]. Eventually,
minister Maric managed to keep his post after a very narrow parliamentary majority
vote. Had it not been that way, Croatia would have been facing the second snap general
elections in less than one year [15].

It was not long before the special Agrokor law became a subject of another affair,
this time the one associated with the group of experts who were working on the it,
including the Croatian Minister of Economy and vice-prime minister Martina Dalic.
The affair was referred to as “the Hotmail scandal” and it revolved around the email
correspondance between Dalic and the group, the details of which surfaced in the Croa-
tian media. Via her personal Hotmail account, Dalic co-operated with a circle of lawyers,
consultants and businessmen, coming up with the text of the “Lex Agrokor” before it
was approved by the Croatian Parliament and without the Croatian public being in-
formed of their activities and involvement in the process [13]. Moreover, the corre-
spondence shows that Dalic and the group deliberately deceived the public regarding
the actual state of affairs in Agrokor, simutaneously using their positions to make
profit in Agrokor case [16]. Once again, the affair stirred up serious turbulence on the
Croatian political scene, especially after it became clear that the PM Plenkovic was
fully aware of all the details of the corrupted process [17]. Eventually, faced with alle-
gations against her, vice-prime minister Dalic resigned, but prime minister Plenkovic
refused to take on any responsibility and continues to do so up to this date [18].

3. Agrokor and Croatian-Russian relations

The crisis in Agrokor affected the relations between Croatia and Russia, economic
and political ones alike, due to the fact that two Russian banks — Sberbank and VTB —
are the conglomerate’s largest creditors [19]. Back in 2014, already deep in debt, Agro-
kor had trouble finding Western investors who were eager to lend money on acceptable
terms, which is why Todoric soon turned to Russian banks. At the time, Sberbank had
started its expansion in South East Europe, and agreed on a loan of 600 million euros
with lower interest rates. Moreover, Agrokor took out another loan (300 million euros)
from another Russian bank, VTB, and over time, the conglomerate’s debt reached
the sum of over 1.1 billion euros, resulting in the fact that the debt to Russian banks
“accounted for 53% percent of the overall debt to banks™ [1].

Unsurprisingly, this took a toll on the development of prosperous international
relations between the two countries, which have already had a “status quo” for a number
of years. After it joined the NATO and the EU, Croatia directed its foreign policy mostly
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in the European direction, simultaneously “freezing” relations with Russia, the best
evidence of which is the absence of presidential contacts between the two countries
for almost 10 years (2000—2010) [20], as well as the fact that Croatia did not have its
ambassador in Moscow for 2 years [21].

Even though the situation in Agrokor was mostly approached and observed from
an economic perspective, it undoubtedly carries a lot more political weight than it might
seem at first. When Anvar Azimov, Russian ambassador in Croatia, in 2017 stated that
Russian banks would no longer credit Agrokor and that Russia expects the debt to be
fully returned [22], it became obvious that politics is also greatly involved in Agrokor
case and that the outcome of the situation was to have certain consequences on the rela-
tions between Croatia and Russia.

Along with the aforementioned turmoil on the Croatian political scene, negotiations
between Agrokor’s emergency administration and Russian banks have also gone through
turbulent periods. The situation hit a crisis point when Sberbank announced they were
no longer participating in the negotiation process and were to file suit against Agro-
kor [23] for falsifying its financial reports over the years [24], but it was eventually
resolved in the spring 2018. The bank managed to reach an agreement with the new
president of emergency administration, Fabris Perusko, and ensure a deal which would
ensure their claims are met in the Agrokor case [25]. In the summer of 2018 a settlement
between Agrokor creditors and emergency administration was eventually achieved,
according to which Sberbank and VTB jointly obtained 47% stake in the new com-
pany [26], called Fortenova Grupa as of April 1, 2019 [27].

However, the fact that the most important company in Croatian economy is now
under Russian control changed the political and geopolitical situation in the region
to a great extent. In the light of tense relations between Russia and the West, such active
presence of Russian banks in the economy of one NATO and the EU member state is
frowned upon by the Western countries. Moreover, Croatia is one of the strongest allies
of the United States in the Balkans [28], which is another reason due to which Russia’s
actions are perceived as a destabilizing factor in this part of Europe.

Regarding the aforementioned stagnation in the Croatian-Russian international
relations, a relatively important step in the right direction was made in October 2017,
when Croatian president Kolinda Grabar-Kitarovic paid an official visit to Russia, where
she took part in the Russian-Croatian Economic Forum in Moscow and held meetings
with a number of highly positioned Russian diplomats, Prime Minister Medvedev and
president Putin included [28]. However, it can be safely said that the main reason behind
Kitarovic’s visit was the ongoing situation in Agrokor, which was discussed in Sochi
with president Putin and Herman Gref, Sberbank’s CEO [29]. Even though the Croatian
president expressed her willingness to mediate in the negotiation process and help
improve the situation [24], it needs to be emphasized that the main decisions regarding
Croatian foreign policy are not made by the president, but Prime Minister and the govern-
ment. The fact that Prime Minister Plenkovic, during his official visit to Ukraine, openly
expressed Croatia’s support regarding the “peaceful reintegration” of Crimean territory
and readiness to advise the Ukrainian leadership on the subject [30], provoked a serious
reaction from the Kremlin. This is just one of the examples which illustrate various

434 [HOJIMTUYECKUE ITPOLIECCHI B COBPEMEHHOM MUPE



Zubovic M. RUDN Journal of Political Science, 2019, 21 (3), 430—438

inconsistencies and contradictions within Croatia’s domestic political situation, and
which are, in turn, negatively reflected on its foreign policy.

However, the Agrokor case, and the deal which was eventually made, undoubtedly
gave Russia political and strategic advantage in the Balkans. In the light of European
sanctions against Russia, two of Russia’s national banks would now hold majority
ownership in the economy of a European country, which serves as a good basis for
the spread of Russian influence in the region.

Conclusion

The fall of Croatian’s biggest company affected and threatened not only the coun-
try’s economic, but also political stability. What started as a solely economic problem,
soon turned out to be politically influenced and aspected on various levels. Due to
heavy indebtedness to foreign banks — especially Russian Sberbank and VTB — and
a risk of bankruptcy, Agrokor’s former owner and CEO Ivica Todoric handed the con-
glomerate into the hands of the government, in the hope of bailing out and rescuing his
struggling business.

However, this move only unravelled a number of problems Croatia is facing now-
adays, related to domestic and foreign policies alike. One of the biggest ones is by far
high level of corruption and lack of transparency in handling the country’s affairs.
Agrokor case had almost caused the fall of Croatian government, and in the foreign
policy sector, it underlined ongoing disagreements and inconsistencies between the
president and the government — issues which complicate and prevent the successful
development of the country’s international relations to a great extent.

The situation in Agrokor had shaken the stagnating relations between Croatia and
Russia. Even though the official meetings of the presidents of the two countries in nearly
a decade is certainly an improvement in the bilateral relations, the fact that the issue
of Croatian indebtedness to Sberbank and VTB was discussed on the highest diplomatic
level speaks for itself about the consequences Agrokor case could have had for the rela-
tions between the countries. Eventually, after years of negotiations and turmoil, the
situation in Agrokor was resolved and a settlement achieved. However, it cannot be
denied that the whole process could have been much faster and less damaging for
Croatia’s economy and foreign policy, if the domestic policy had been handled more
transparently.

The outcome of the Agrokor crisis is a new company, Fortenova Grupa, as well as
a new owner structure, in which Russian banks hold over 50% share. From a political
and strategic perspective, this gives Russia an opportunity to spread and strengthen its
influence in the Balkans, especially given the fact it now plays a crucial role in the
economy of an EU and a NATO country. The West perceives this as a troublesome
factor, however, Russian banks had every right to ensure their claims are fulfilled.
Another question which arises in this regard is why the Western banks and institutions
did not offer more adequate help in the Agrokor crisis. Either way, Agrokor scenario
should be a good lesson to Croatian leadership and a sign to pay more attention to the
various problems lying in the core of the country’s domestic policy, as well as to work
more on the improvement of the relations with Russia, now so actively present in the
country’s economic and political scene.
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Annoranusi. Kora xontieps Agrokor, KpynHeiias 4acTHasi KOMIAHUS B XOpBaTuM U Ha bankaHax,
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