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At a time when corruption, professional killings of criminal group members, extremism and
nationalism are on the rise in Serbia, along with poverty and population outflows, a BIA
representative identified the activities of civil society as the greatest threat to Serbia’s
national security. Indeed, Marko Parezanovi¢, head of the BIA’s Security Protection
Department?, stated,

“As the most intense threat to the constitutional order and
security of our country, the covert activities of external
actors, most often using mechanisms of their intelligence
services, can be placed in pole position. In this way, certain
abuses are carried out and individuals — | emphasise
individuals — from opposition parties and certain parts of the
media are made operable. It is not uncommon for some parts
of the NGO sector to be placed in a destructive and
subversive function. A relatively new phenomenon, but not
an unknown, is the influence of these negative and
destructive structures on trades unions.”?

These views were expressed by a representative of the BIA, the successor agency of the
State Security Service (Resor drZavne bezbednosti - RDB) at a conference held by the right-
wing National Vanguard (Nacionalna avangarda) on 5 October 2018, that is on the
anniversary of the day3 that is seen as the start of Serbia’s transformation into a democratic
society and the beginning of a break with the RDB’s practices of persecuting and liquidating
internal enemies.

! Before working in this role, Marko Parezanovi¢ headed the BIA’s Belgrade Centre, the Agency’s most
important regional centre. Moreover, Parezanovi¢ has completed a doctorate on the topic of political
revolutions and has authored numerous papers on the subject, such as, for example: “Znacaj i uloga drustvenih
mreza u politickom prevratu, Drzavni udar kao jedan od modaliteta nelegalne politicke borbe and “Uloga
propagandnih aktivnosti u politickim prevratima” (“The Role and Significance of Social Media in Political
Revolutions, the Coup d’Etat as a Mode of Illegal Political Struggle” and “the Role of Propaganda Activities in
Political Upheavals”).

2 The whole statement by Marko Parezanovié¢ is available on the Nacionalna avangarda YouTube channel:
Parezanovic, M. (2018). Prvi panel konferencije "Ka bezbednosj Srbiji", 05.10.2018. Beograd, Nacionalna
avangarda. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yDAGqJCwxVs&t=1795s from 29:55 to 42:25.

3 0n 5 October 2000, the Democratic Opposition of Serbia coalition, which had defeated Slobodan Milo3evi¢
(autocratic ruler of Serbia) at the September polls, organised a mass demonstration after which MiloSevi¢
conceded his electoral defeat.
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There are a few other interesting details from this event. The first being that the BIA was
represented at this conference by a high-ranking official, which had not been the practice to
date. Moreover, it is the experience of the author of this text that BIA representatives
speaking at public events most often speak of security threats in general terms, citing the
National Security Strategy.

An example of this is BIA Director, Bratislav Gasi¢, speaking on BIA Day?, while Parezanovié¢
clearly singled out one threat as the “most intense”. Finally, the Nacionalna avangarda
conference was attended by almost the whole Serbian leadership, including the President of
Serbia and leader of the SNS, Aleksandar Vuéi¢®> — a very unusual accomplishment for an
organisation little more than a year old.®

The President himself sought to downplay the statement by the high-ranking BIA official,
saying, “As the country’s president, | can say | don’t see any problem here. Especially as we
are talking about people who have no standing nationally, no authority at all, about people
who don’t mean anything to anybody, if you’re talking about our political opponents”.’

4 For example, in a speech on 17 October 2017, the Director of the BIA named terrorism, separatism, religious,
ethnic and ideological extremism, the covert activities of foreign actors and organised crime as the most
serious security threats. A later part of the speech was mostly devoted to terrorism and extremism.
https://bia.gov.rs/sites/default/files/2018-11/govordirektora-17102017 0 0.pdf In a 2018 speech, the Director
reported that the Agency had recently successfully combated terrorism and separatism, illegal migration,
various forms of extremism, covert activities by foreign actors, organised crime and corruption.
https://bia.gov.rs/sites/default/files/2018-11/govordirektora-17102018 0 0.pdf

5 Aleksandar Vuéié had served as Information Minister during the Slobodan Milo3evi¢ regime. During his time in
office, he approved the Law on Public Information, which is remembered for the draconian penalties it
imposed on media outlets critical of the government and the consequences of its enforcement include the
closing down of the newspapers and journals Dnevni telegraf, Evropljanin and Nasa borba. Anon Aleksandar
Vuicié. Istinomer. Beograd, CRTA. https://www.istinomer.rs/akter/aleksandar-vucic/

% National Vanguard (Nacionalna avangarda) was founded in May 2017 and in a short time succeeded in
gathering the Serbian political leadership and a high-ranking BIA official at its conference. For those familiar
with Serbian civil society, this is a most unusual accomplishment for a young organisation, unless it has close
ties to the ruling party. For this reason, many consider Nacionalna avangarda to be a government-organised
NGO (GONGO) with far-right views. Among other things, this organisation participated in the founding congress
of Srpska desnica, a far-right party that zealously defends the policies of the ruling SNS party Popovic¢, D., et al.
(2018). UdruZenja gradana: SuZavanje prostora za delovanije, Srbija 2014-2018. Beograd, Gradanske Inicijative.
https://www.gradjanske.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Analiza-suzavanje-prostora.pdf

7 Tatalovié, Z. (2018). Vuci¢a ne brine “spoljni faktor”, novinare brinu etikete BIA, 06.10.2018. Beograd, N1.
http://rs.nlinfo.com/Vesti/a425909/Vucic-Spoljni-faktor-nije-pretnja.html
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However, his statement only exacerbates things. Firstly, it confirms that the BIA is
monitoring the activities of his political opponents. Also, if they are indeed unimportant
political opponents, without authority, why would the BIA monitor them at all? In
contemporary democratic societies, it is accepted that the main targets of foreign
intelligence services are people with access to classified information, who are in positions of
power within the state — in short, people from the (higher or middle echelons of) ruling
parties or groups and individuals with ties to these parties.

Political activities by the opposition are seen as legitimate in democratic societies and the
monitoring of those who think or speak critically or in opposition are emblematic of the
secret police of totalitarian regimes.

From Theory to Practice

That this is not merely a reckless statement by a high-ranking BIA official, good for little
more than providing a basis for theoretical discussions and contentious TV shows, is borne
out by a whole series of cases of journalists being subjected to covert surveillance by the
Agency. This overview will cover only the best known cases. It has been confirmed, for
example, that the BIA not only covertly followed and recorded Stevan Dojcinovi¢, the editor
of the KRIK investigative journalism network, but that it also passed the recordings to the
Informer tabloid newspaper, which has close ties to the regime and which used those
recordings to conduct a campaign against Doj¢inovi¢.2 On the basis of a suit Dojéinovi¢
brought against the BIA, the Ombudsman initiated proceedings against the Agency but, since
the BIA did not respond, the Ombudsman was forced to submit an urgency motion to the
Agency.’ Nonetheless, the case remains unresolved. It seems that the BIA’s silence may
speak volumes about its involvement in this case.

Commissioner for Information of Public Importance also found out that the BIA forwards
information to pro-government tabloids. By controlling the Mol biometric database, the
Commissioner determined that the photo of the special prosecutor Sasa Ivani¢ was
accessed from the BIA just before it was published in a tabloid newspaper.®

8 Purkovié, S., Ed. (2019). Preugovor alarm: Report on Progress of Serbia in Chapters 23 and 24, September
2019. Belgrade, Belgrade Centre for Security Policy. http://preugovor.org/upload/document/preugovor-
20191017-alarm-sr-web.pdf

° Radivojevi¢, J. (2018). "Zastitnik gradana: BIA ima tri nedelje da se izjasni o Dojinovicevom sluéaju,
17.05.2018." from https://www.krik.rs/zastitnik-gradana-bia-ima-tri-nedelje-da-se-izjasni-o-dojcinovicevom-
slucaju/.

10 Anon (2016). “Ko je odgovoran za objavljivanje fotografije tuZioca iz baze MUP-a?, Insajder, 13.04.2016.“
from: https://insajder.net/sr/sajt/tema/720/
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The former editor of the Juzne vesti online news portal, Predrag Blagojevié, also discovered
that he was being secretly followed and recorded from a car. Blagojevi¢ reported the
incident to the police but the case has yet to be resolved even though video evidence of it
exists.

“It is impossible that with the license plate and a detailed
description of the vehicle, as well as photographs and
security camera footage from the court building and other
cameras around the city centre, that the police are unable to
find the owner of the car within minutes. If those plates are
really not on the MUP register, then it’s clear this is a car
from the ‘Agency’.”!

Blagojevi¢ himself received uncorroborated information stating that BIA personnel were
recording him but that they did this informally, bypassing official procedures.!?

That part of the BIA is working for the interests of the ruling party is also underpinned by the
case of Nebojsa Blagoti¢, a police inspector from Nis, who found out that information from
an investigation he was leading was being passed to officials of the ruling party by individuals
in the police and via the BIA.*3 Not only did police and BIA personnel who leaked information
from an operational investigation or who did nothing to prevent information leaks not face
criminal or disciplinary charges but were promoted to management positions in either the
BIA or the Ni$ police. Blagoti¢, who challenged the leak was summarily retired.

It is also worth mentioning the case of Centar za ekologiju i odrZivi razvoj (Centre for
Ecology and Sustainable Development — CEKOR), a civil society organisation that works on
environmental issues, whose finances were investigated by the BIA. It is reasonable to ask
why an agency tasked with improving national security and fighting serious organised crime
is investigating the finances of a local civil society organisation.

1 Anon (2017). "8 meseci kasnije: Jo§ se ne zna ko je pratio Blagojevida, 22.11.2017.". from
https://www.juznevesti.com/Hronika/8-meseci-kasnije-Jos-se-ne-zna-ko-je-pratio-Blagojevica.sr.html.

12 Kolundzija, D. (2018). "Policija uspe$no ne nalazi vozata automobila snimljenog na vise kamera,
24.03.2018.". Retrieved 18.11.2019., from https://www.cenzolovka.rs/pritisci-i-napadi/policija-uspesno-ne-
nalazi-vozaca-automobila-snimljenog-sa-vise-kamera/. In cases of the misuse of the police for party political
purposes, orders are issued without following proper procedures and without a written record.

13 Blagojevi¢, P. (2017). “Inspektor niske policije: Podaci iz policijskih istraga preko BIA cure ka SNS, 8.12.2017.,
from: https://www.juznevesti.com/video/4347/Inspektor-niske-policije-Podaci-iz-policijskih-istraga-preko-BIA-
cure-ka-SNS.sr.html
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What is more, the checks were not conducted using covert methods but were carried out
publically, like a financial audit. If there was cause to suspect that CEKOR’s financial dealings
were a threat to national security or that they were mixed up in organised crime, one would
expect the BIA to first carry out checks using covert methods and then to decide on a further
course of action: the use of covert measures for the protection of national security or for the
transfer of the case to the relevant prosecutor. It is not even worth commenting on whether
the BIA should be used to carry out financial checks of civil society organisations. Hence, this
can be understood as a form pressure by the government against this organisation.*

The most recent example is the case of whistleblower, Aleksandar Obradovi¢, an employee
of the Krusik arms manufacturer who revealed to reporters that the company had sold its
products at preferential rates (much lower than market prices) to GIM, a company
represented by Branko Stefanovié, the father of the Minister of the Interior and
coordinator of the security services, and in so doing was effectively operating at a loss.*®

As a result, Obradovi¢ was arrested by the BIA but not discreetly, instead the arrest was a
demonstration of force and aggression.

“There were around ten men from the Security Information
Agency. They were in suits but they were all armed. [...] They
were aggressive. With raised voices they immediately started
asking: ‘Who’re you working for?’, ‘how much are they
paying you?’ and ‘which politicians approached you?’”1¢

From the aggressive behaviour and the type of questions they asked, particularly, “which
politicians approached you?”, it is possible to conclude that the BIA agents acted as a
political police force. The manner in which Obradovi¢ was arrested suggests that they tried
to intimidate the other Krusik employees so they would not dare to become whistleblowers
themselves and so that the Obradovi¢ case would not be discussed in public.

14 CEKOR also experienced other forms of pressure by people who identified themselves as “DB” (DrZavna
bezbednost, state security). For more on this, see: Staki¢, I. (2019). Studija slucaja: Pretnje i pritisci na aktiviste i
nezavisne novinare u__ Srbiji. Beograd, Beogradski centar za bezbednosnu politiku.
http://bezbednost.org/upload/document/studija slucaja pretnje i pritisci na aktiviste i .pdf

15 For more on this, see: Anon (2019). Finansijska GIMnastika-DrZavne kompanije posréu, privatnim trgovcima
nikad bolje. NIN, broj 3592, 31.10.2019. Beograd, Ringier Axel Springer.

16 Cviji¢, V. (2019). Uhapsili su me, a imam dokaze za sve sumnjive poslove - Ispovest Aleksandra Obradoviéa,
radnika Krusika, uhapsenog jer je ukazao na trgovinu oruZjem u koju je umesan i otac ministra policije. NIN, broj
3590, 17.10.2019. Beograd, Ringier Axel Springer.
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This is indeed what happened, as Obradovié¢’s family were intimidated by the BIA’s manner
and news of his arrest only emerged almost a month later.'” It could be of interest to note
here that Krusik, the allegedly injured party in this case, is being represented by a law firm
established by Aleksandar Dordevié, a former director of the BIA. 8 Finally, also noteworthy
is the case in which the BIA was involved in a political clash between two camps within the
Pozarevac branch of the ruling SNS party.

A leaflet'® appeared in the town of PoZarevac claiming that a few manipulated members of
the SNS led by Miodrag Stepanovi¢, the director of Georad, a Kostolac-based company, was
trying to illegally remove the current authorities in Pozarevac, led by the mayor, Bane
Spasovi¢. In addition to this, the leaflet also contained allegations about illegal organ
trafficking and plans to settle migrants in the area.

BIA operatives from PoZarevac, assisted by colleagues from Kragujevac, were tasked with
uncovering who produced the leaflet, which they did by interviewing several locals?® and by
sending two of them for polygraph testing at the Security Institute in Belgrade.

“I'm not sure why the BIA was used, because they’re looking
for the author of the leaflet rather than investigating the
allegations it contained about organ trafficking and the
settlement of migrants, which should be its purview. Finding
the author of the leaflet should be a job for the ordinary
police because, if they can prove it, this is a case of
defamation, which has not been a criminal offence for years
now, as it was abolished so that politicians could have at each
other, but here the injured party can file a civil suit.”%!

7 Mileti¢, M. (2019). Hap3enje Obradovi¢a poruka drugim uzbunjivadima, odgovor javnosti — reagovade se.
Beograd, N1 info, 17.10.2019.

18 Cviji¢, V. (2019). Uhapsili su me, a imam dokaze za sve sumnjive poslove - Ispovest Aleksandra Obradoviéa,
radnika Krusika, uhapsenog jer je ukazao na trgovinu oruZjem u koju je umesan i otac ministra policije. NIN, broj
3590, 17.10.2019. Beograd, Ringier Axel Springer.

1% The leaflet was rather “amateurish” and was not printer like a flier. It was written on a personal computer
and an unknown number of copies were printed on a home printer. It is assumed around a hundred were
printed and distributed. M.V. (2018.). Pozarevacke naprednjake saslusavala BIA. Danas, 30.05.2018. Beograd,
DAN GRAF d.o.0. https://www.danas.rs/drustvo/pozarevacke-naprednjake-saslusavala-bia/

20 |bid.

21 The lawyer of one of those interviewed. Cited from: Ibid.
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