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Launch of the idea of democratic civilian oversight of the
Army (1997-2001)

The Belgrade Centre for Security Policy (BCSP) was established on 22 July 1997
as the Centre for Civil-Military Relations (CCMR), with a mission to promote the
democratisation of the security sector in Serbia. At the time of its establishment, it
was the only civil society organisation in former Yugoslavia that dealt exclusively with
security issues and introduced the concept of democratic civilian control of the military
into the public discourse.

The organisation was founded by two colonels who had left the Yugoslav People’'s Army
(Prof. Dr. Miroslav Hazi¢ and Milorad Timoti¢), and their friends from other citizens’
associations (Vojin Dimitrijevi¢, Milica Delevi¢) and the academic community (Prof. Dr.
Sulejman Hrnjica, Dr. Budimir Babovi¢, Prof. Dr. Pero Sipka, Dr. Jovanka Matié). Their
initial ambition was to put on the agenda the need to establish democratic control over
security sector institutions and examine accountability for conflicts that occurred in the
territory of former Yugoslavia.

It was a period when it was unthinkable for civilians to ‘meddle’ in security issues.
The goal of the founders was to investigate the relationship between the army and the
political instructors, introduce the topic to the public, and stimulate the interest and
attention of citizens and the media. It took a lot of courage to engage in such topics at
the time, and CCMR encountered a number of challenges - from mistrust to the arrest of
one of its founders.

During this period, CCMR contributed to the demystification of the security sector by
organising public events at which the concept of democratic civilian control of this
sector was presented to the general public. The media were identified as especially
important for building trust in the work of the organisation; for this reason, in the first
few years of its operation, almost 100 independent media journalists from ten cities in
Serbia and Montenegro underwent training on civilian control of the army and police.

Towards a wider understanding and practice of security and
security policies (2001-2005)

Once the democratic changes came about, the focus of the organisation’s work
shifted to include a broader understanding of security. During this period, the Centre
paid more attention to the non-military dimensions of the security sector, including
in its field of interest the police, intelligence services and private security companies.
Also, the new concept of the security sector reform was adopted; it included not only
democratisation but also transformation of the society and its security sector,
encompassing: effectiveness, efficiency, legitimacy, transparency, accountability,
modernisation and interoperability of the armed forces.



During this period, the CCMR did pioneer work in breaking taboos, gaining trust and
building a community with a more open view of security. The Centre organised trainings
for members of the armed forces on the European security architecture and security
sector reform. Trainings were organised also for young activists of political parties,
journalists and students. There was a legal counseling centre for citizens, conscripts
and members of the Army, and CCMR gained public trust with a series of shows entitled
“Who Is Guarding the Guards” (broadcast on TV B92 and TV Montena in Montenegro)
and “Guardian of the House” (broadcast on TV Studio B).

During this period, the CCMR organised conferences that enabled transfer of knowledge
and experience on the security sector reform from other European countries, especially
those that have already undergone a democratic transition. It organised the fhe first
research on the human rights of military and police employees, which — even today -
happens to be an important aspect of the work of the organisation, namely, advocating
for the promotion of human rights and their protection in security institutions.

During this period, the security sector opened its doors to cooperation and invited
CCMR to help with the sector’s reform. The Centre accepted the invitation and offered
solutions on what the security sector should be like if it were under democratic control.
At the request of the Committee on Defence and Security of the Assembly of the Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia, the CCMR elaborated the Draft Law on Democratic and Civilian
Control of the Army of Serbia and Montenegro and the Draft Law on Oversight of
Intelligence Services, which were incorporated into the first Law on the Services after the
year 1945 that included principles of democratic civilian control. Models of the Law on
Civil Service, the Law on the Manner of Determining and Handling Secret Information of
Importance for the Defence of the Country, the Law on the Supreme Defence Council and
the Law on Private Security Activities were developed as well.

At the time, the work of CCMR included seven rounds of public opinion polls on the
perception of the defence and security policies reform in Serbia. It was the first
comprehensive and specialised public survey that covered security issues, while the
questionnaire that was used by the CCMR was later included in public opinion polls the
Ministry of Defense started to conduct on its own.

The Centre for Civil-Military Relations was the first organisation to include NATO
representatives in public debates (in 2001) on the consequences of the 1999 NATO
intervention against the FRY. It opened a public debate on Serbia’s security integration
into the Euro-Atlantic community, Serbia’s military neutrality including its economic
dimension, and the then current NATO policies.

Systematic building of civilian capacities for security research
(2005-2010)

A significant step forward in organisational development was taken in 2006, when a
specialised research unit — the Belgrade School for Security Studies (BSSS) — was
formed as part of the organisation. The Centre reached a certain level of development
and realised that it was time to gather young, talented people and engage them in secu-
rity research. The problem, however, was the lack of civilian security experts who
were not educated in military or police academies, or worked in state security sector
institutions.



The BSSS engaged ten young graduates from the field of social sciences, giving them
the opportunity to participate in the project “Mapping and Monitoring of the Security
Sector Reform in Serbia”. All key state and non-state actors in the security sector, as well
as their missions and powers, were listed and analysed for the first time as part of this
project. A unique methodology for monitoring flows and assessing the scope of SSRI in
Serbia (the Security Sector Reform Index) was developed and applied. The European
Commission in Serbia used the findings from this research during the preparation of
its report on the progress of the Western Balkan countries in the area of European
integration.

The expansion of the security research community continued through the internship
programme for foreign and domestic students and researchers, which was launched
in 2007 with the aim of helping to create a basis for more active participation of
members of academia and civil society in the security sector reform in Serbia, the region
and Europe. To date, nearly 200 domestic and some 30 foreign interns from the
United Kingdom, Switzerland, the Czech Republic, Montenegro, Albania, Macedonia, the
Netherlands, Italy, Georgia, Norway, Bulgaria, Portugal, Germany and the United States
have completed their internships in the organisation.

In cooperation with the Faculty of Political Science of the University of Belgrade, CCMR
organised the Specialist Postgraduate Studies in National and Global Security to
train students to actively participate in the reform of the security sector. Most of the
participants in these studies were employed in state administration (Ministry of Defence,
Ministry of Interior, intelligence services, Parliament), but there were also members of
the academic community and the non-governmental sector. Some of the graduates are
now employed as middle and senior officials in state institutions and are part of BCSP’s
network of contacts. This programme later became, and still is, an accredited master
studies programme in international security at the Faculty of Political Science.

The academic journal WBSO, which later grew into the “Journal of Regional Security”
(JORS), was also launched during this period. It is one of the most highly positioned
social sciences journals from this part of the world.

The School for European Security for young politicians and activists was also launched,
introducing a new method of training by holding simulations and mentoring participants
in their development of research products. Some of the results of this group were:
publication of the Glossary of Terms Related to European Security; holding an online
course on European security; and creating the organisation’s alumni club.

During this period, the Centre conducted the first empirical study of security privatisation
in Serbia, which analysed the origin and current state of the private security sector,
explained the main problems of its functioning and supervision, and offered suggestions
for improving the situation. This broke down the barriers between managers of private
security companies and the public, and enabled public discussion on the topic of private
security.



Consolidation into a regional expertise centre and the establishment
of national networks and coalitions (2010-2014)

At the session held on 1 June 2010, the CCMR Assembly adopted a decision to change
the name of the organisation to Belgrade Centre for Security Policy, and to develop the
organisation into a think tank (independent research centre). One of the reasons for this
change of identity was the fact that BCSP had already begun to develop an approach to
applied research that could realistically and concretely affect security policies. It also
continued to cooperate with members of academia and academic institutions, and still
does.

During this period, the BCSP managed to cross state borders, export its knowledge and
contribute to greater participation of civil society in security policies in the Western
Balkans region. The most significant contribution was made by the comparative
research on the success of security sector reform in the region and the establishment
of the Consortium of Independent Research Organisations in the Western Balkans -
the first network of its kind in the region. BCBP offered its unique methodology for
measuring security sector reform - the SSR Index - to the Consortium’'s member
organisations, which then applied it in their own societies. Also, the BCSP launched a
joint project on the normalisation of relations between Belgrade, Pristina and Tirana.

At the national level, the BCSP first created the Directory of Security Organisations and
then initiated the formation of a coalition to promote further democratisation of Serbia
by overseeing the implementation of policies in the areas of rule of law (Chapter 23) and
freedom, security and justice (Chapter 24). This coalition was the first and only platform
of civil society organisations at the time that regularly published analytical texts and
analyses on reforms under Chapters 23 and 24 of negotiations with the EU. Also, the
BCSP was selected to coordinate the Working Group for Chapter 24 of the National
Convention on the EU, and became one of this mechanism’s founding organisations.
After the occasional trainings that BCBP organised on these topics in the previous
period, research in this area became more systematic and continuous. In addition, the
BCSP trained local civil society organisations, enabling them to oversee the security
sector in Serbia.

During this period the BCSP organised the first Belgrade Security Forum, together with
the Belgrade Fund for Political Excellence and the European Movement in Serbia. Even
today, the Forum is an important annual gathering that encourages discussion at the
national, regional and world level on the relevant topics in the field of security, foreign
policy, geopolitics, etc. The BCBP originally contributed to the Belgrade Security Forum
by launching an academic conference which facilitates dialogue between the academic
community, practitioners and politicians on key international security issues.

In 2011, the BCSP conducted the first comprehensive public opinion poll on security.
It included an analysis of personal and national perceptions of security, trust in state
security institutions and attitudes towards security integration. This survey provided
a unique database on citizens’ opinions of security policies and their view of the
environment in which they live. The BCSP team offered an analysis of current security
policies based on the survey, but also an analysis of trends in possible changes to these
policies in the near future.



In the area of public advocacy, continuous efforts have been made to promote police
reform and to introduce a gender perspective in the security sector in Serbia. One of the
significant achievements was the abolition of discriminatory quotas for women at the
Military Academy and the Criminal Police Academy. This achievement was the result of
BCSP’s then-ongoing research of gender equality in the security sector. The employment
of women and their equal status and advancement in security institutions have been the
focus of the BCSP for many years.

Adapting to changed circumstances (2014 to date)

The space for the activities of civil society organisations first began to gradually narrow;
over time, the process became faster and more pronounced. Because of their views and
the values they defended, the BCSP and its team members were frequently subjected to
attacks by state institutions, right-wing organisations and some of the media.

At the same time, BCSP continued to strengthen its reputation on the international stage.
Since 2012, it has been continuously on the best known ranking list of research centres
as the best rated Western Balkans think tank in the field of defence and national security,
as well as in the field of foreign policy and international relations. In addition, its existing
cooperation with organisations from the region was enhanced by the establishment of
the Balkan Security Platform. This initiative was the result of cooperation that began
long before this phase, within the Consortium of Independent Research Centres of
the Western Balkans. During this period, the platform monitored the fight against police
corruption in the region.

Despite all the aggravating circumstances, during this period the BCSP successfully
influenced the improvement of several laws that were important for the security sector
- the Law on Police, the Law on the Army, the Law on Weapons and Ammunition and the
Law on Private Security. However, despite the fact that some proposed amendments
were indeed accepted, the BCSP kept pointing out that the laws were not being applied
in practice, and that they instead served only as a smoke-screen for capturing the state.

The Belgrade Centre for Security Policy was the first to warn of the trend of state capture,
which commonly occurs through the capture of the security sector. During this period,
the BCSP began to document various aspects of this sector’s capture. One such
example is the empirical research on private security, conducted by the BCSP team,
which is significant in that it has identified mechanisms for capturing, extracting and
redirecting public resources for private purposes.

Since 2011, when the Anti-Corruption Agency provided it with its support, the BCSP has
been researching risks of corruption in the security sector and advocating for measures
to reduce them. The methodology it used to monitor the risks of corruption has been
exported to the region. The BCSP also developed an innovative methodology for
assessing the feasibility of spending funds in the security sector, which has been applied
to the analysis of a number of cases - from aircraft modernisation to the procurement
of equipment for the police and the Sector for Emergency Situations. After the
published study on the purchase of combat sneakers for the Ministry of the Interior and
the intensive campaign of advocating for institutional solutions for the issue of police
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procurement, the head of the Sector for Material and Financial Affairs of the Ministry of
the Interior was dismissed. The media reported that she was dismissed because she
had made some significant omissions, especially in defining priorities, but also because
she had exceeded the planned budget. They also reported that — because of the affair
that involved procurement of low-quality shoes and clothing for police officers - the
Minister ordered that other tenders be combed through.

Since 2014, the BCSP kept opening the topics of extremism, terrorism, emergency
situation and organised crime, in accordance with the contextual changes. In 2015, it
participated in the preparation of the first assessment of threats from organised crime.

During this period, the BCSP put a special focus on improving the relations among
Belgrade, Pristina and Tirana. The aim of the initiative was to stimulate discussion
among the researchers, members of academia, politicians and the media on possible
ways to improve the relations of these three communities. The dialogue between
Belgrade and Pristina was one of the topics also of a public opinion survey, conducted
by BCBP in 2017, which provoked stormy reactions from the public and numerous
attacks on both the organisation and the researchers involved. In addition to the
dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina, the public opinion survey covered the topics
of national security and security threats, but also questions about the great powers,
their influence on Serbia and what sort of foreign policy our country should pursue.



Vision
A democratic society of responsible institutions, where security is a public good and
people live freely, equally and without fear.

Our values

1. Human rights and freedoms
2. Democracy

3. Accountability and transparency

4. Integrity
5. Solidarity
Mission

The Belgrade Centre for Security Policy (BCSP) is an independent research centre
which contributes - through research, public advocacy, community development and
education - to improving the security of citizens in accordance with democratic
principles and respect for human rights.
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While identifying the needs and problems on which to focus in the period 2020-2024,
BCSP reviewed the key phenomena, i.e. the actions of key actors and trends relevant to
security, foreign policy and Euro-Atlantic integration - from the global level to the level of
the Republic of Serbia.

The most important challenges, at the global level, are:

Weakening of multilateralism and strengthening of geopolitical rivalries, with
reaffirmation of the nation states’ power policies

In today’s world, multilateralism and international organisations (e.g. the UN) are losing
their long-lasting influence in relation to the power policies of nation states. Cooperation
through international organisations has been replaced by geopolitical competition and
the struggle to protect the national interests of the world’s most important and powerful
countries.

Populism, racism and anti-immigrant policies go hand in hand with the return of far-right
ideologies and the weakening of public institutions as guarantors of democracy. The
causes of these tectonic changes can be found in the problems of the functioning of
the global economic system and in mass migration caused by wars, poverty and large
economic differences between the global North and and the global South.

The weakening of multilateralism is also reflected in the withdrawal of the most
important countries in the world from international climate and peace agreements,
which has annulled years of work of international forums and organisations.

Transatlantic relations have significantly deteriorated. The NATO alliance is facing
a number of problems related to its functioning and financing. The European Union is
developing its civilian and military capacities in peacekeeping missions, but without
NATO it does not have sufficient security and defence capacities to function as a
global actor. In a significantly changed security environment, the European Union and its
Member States are faced with the need to address a number of complex issues, such as
hybrid threats, cyber attacks, terrorism, migration, propaganda, the financial crisis and
the Eurozone public debt crisis, and must respond to all these challenges.

The absence of global leadership became quite obvious after the outbreak of the
pandemic. Under the current conditions, the international order is expected to be
less liberal and increasingly fragmented, with greater state intervention in national
economies and a deficit when it comes to cooperation and international solidarity.
The rise of authoritarian tendencies in some of the most influential liberal democracies
in Europe and the world has led to the disintegration and weakening of democratic
institutions and a rapid collapse of civil and political rights and freedoms.

In such global circumstances, the work of the BCSP will be focused on achieving and
strengthening connections with international partners who share the same values, on
establishing international coalitions to exert influence at the European and global level,
and on opening new topics caused by new global challenges. The alliances formed
in this way will enable the BCSP to be a relevant partner in circumstances that are



unfavourable for international cooperation and the global democratic order, and will
contribute to BCSP’s mission being advocated at the international level.

Increase in the number of conflicts, and greater complex security challenges,
risks and threats

Due to the growing number of conflicts, and deaths caused by conflicts, the world has
become a place that is less peaceful and less safe to live in. The increase in the number
of conflicts in the world since 2012 has led to the largest population displacement since
the Second World War, i.e. to the refugee and migrant crisis, which has in turn affected
the socio-political and security situation in Europe.

Contemporary conflicts are also characterised by the rise of non-state actors and
extremist violence, which were fueled by the rapid rise and role of, among others, ISIS
in Irag and Syria in the period 2012-2017. The consequences of the strategy for
preventing and countering violent extremism (P/CVE) are: increased power of the
executive; restriction of civil and political rights and freedoms; increased control of the
Internet; increasing use of surveillance technologies; threats to privacy and personal
data; limited funding of civil society organisations; prohibition of public gatherings and
demonstrations; and media censorship.

Increased global competition significantly affects the nature of security threats. Borders,
physical or otherwise, no longer protect against threats such as cyber attacks, global
warming, pandemics, spreading false news and propaganda, terrorist attacks and
so on. Despite the existence of ideological differences and competing interests, the
urgency of addressing key international security challenges such as climate change or
the COVID-19 pandemic, requires international coordination and cooperation, which can
be difficult in a situation when borders are closing and nation states are exercising their
powers.

Until recently, many influential liberal democracies have promoted the paradigm of
liberal peacebuilding, in which inclusive political institutions, human rights and the rule
of law represented prerequisites for achieving sustainable post-conflict peace. This
paradigm is now being abandoned, and the interests of stability and protection of the
national interests of these states prevail when managing conflicts and achieving peace.
At the same time, during peace negotiations and post-conflict state and society building,
parties to the conflict are increasingly consciously avoiding including, among others,
minority groups and guaranteeing minority rights, transitional justice, reconciliation,
security sector reform and democratic institution building.

The growing impact of natural disasters on people’s security

Because of their impact on the global economy, migration, the outbreak of natural
disasters that threaten human lives, and the ecosystem, climate change and
global warming were important topics on the political agendas of nation states and
international organisations in 2019. The COVID-19 pandemic, however, pushed he
climate change into the background. Both crises opened the debate on the negative
impact of man on the environment and the consequences of globalisation and
capitalism, indicating that governments will be forced to choose between curbing the
spread of emissions and curbing the spread of the pandemic, at the cost of destroying
the economy or by tolerating damage to the environment and human health for the sake
of economic profit.

13
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Accelerated technological development i.e. the fourth technological revolution

Rapid technological change is generating a number of new challenges to political
and social cohesion, economic equality, national security and fundamental human
rights. New technologies can potentially improve democratic institutions and the rule
of law, but they can also undermine them. They have opened an entire series of new
threats: hybrid wars, cyber attacks, fake news (misinformation and disinformation),
endangering of privacy and strengthening of security institutions’ supervision over
citizens. New technologies also have the potential to revolutionise and improve
research and marginalise think tanks. Global think tanks now have the opportunity to use
technology for new non-traditional data sources. If they fail to make progress in this
area, research centres will risk becoming obsolete in their research, and being overtaken
by global technology companies.

More specifically, and with a more direct impact on our work, we noticed the following
at the European level:

The rise of right-wing ideology, democratic setbacks and the collapse of the
rule of law

The aftermath of the financial crisis of 2008, followed by the war in Ukraine, the
migrant crisis, Brexit and the increased Russian and Chinese influence, paved the
way for populists and right-wing extremist parties, who managed to enter national
parliaments across the EU. This trend will continuously remain for the next several years.

Besides the EU Member States, the right became stronger also at the level of
supranational structures of the European Union. The results of the elections for the
European Parliament of May 2019 are an illustrative example. With 30% of MPs, the far
right will seek to weaken supranational structures and transfer power back to individual
EU member states, spread dangerous anti-immigration and anti-Muslim rhetoric,
and negatively affect the further expansion of the Union. Still, the turnout in the elections
for the European Parliament was above 50%, for the first time since the first such
elections were held in 1979, which shows that citizens believe that it is important that
they influence the future of the EU.

The rise of the extreme right caused the collapse of liberal democratic norms and
institutions in many EU Member States. In an effort to stop the collapse of democracy
within the EU, the European Commission proposed the introduction of a new mechanism
for annual monitoring of the rule of law in all Member States. Therefore, the “technical
review” of democracy will be one of the important topics at the European level in the next
ten years.

Bearing in mind the regression of democratic institutions and the Copenhagen
criteria, the topics of the rule of law will be a great test in the upcoming period for both EU
members and the countries that wish to join the Union. Relations in the EU are
currently such that the power of those who nurture these values is still dominant, but
alliances that put other values (authoritarianism and nationalism) first are forming
among EU members.



Uncertainty of the EU enlargement policy

Faced with its own challenges, but also with negative tendencies in the Western
Balkans, the enlargement policy was not an EU priority during the mandate that
lasted from 2014 to 2019. However, the issue came back into focus with the new
mandate of the EU institutions. A new methodology for EU enlargement was defined,
a green light was given to start accession talks with Northern Macedonia and Albania,
and a symbolically important EU-Western Balkans Summit was organised in the midst
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The fact, however, remains that many countries in the region
are drastically backsliding when it comes to democracy and the rule of law, which
prevents them from advancing faster towards EU membership. Also, some EU Member
States still have a negative attitude toward further enlargement. The new enlargement
methodology has not yet taken root, and it is therefore still too early to evaluate its
results. Hope can be found in announcements that the rule of law will be taken more
strictly, and that greater financial support and investments, especially in the medical
sector, have been secured, showing a high level of EU solidarity with the countries of the
region. In return, the EU will expect greater commitment and political engagement from
the region’s leaders in their unequivocal dedication to European integration, without any
indications of changes in foreign policy priorities.

These global and European developments in the Western Balkans have particularly im-
pacted the following issues:

Corrupt political elites, backsliding of democracy and collapse of the rule of law in
the region

The rise of populism and right-wing parties in the EU has not bypassed the countries of
the Western Balkans. Political elites across the region have begun to abandon liberal
political discourse and have started to turn to the authoritarian model of government.
Citizens’ hopes that countries of the region would quickly reach a good standard of
living and achieve (relatively) good governance have been replaced by pessimism and
growing Euroscepticism accompanied by economic decline, corruption and organised
crime, poor management of public resources and administration, and an increasingly
low quality of public services.

In 2018, the European Commission has published a credible enlargement perspective
for an enhanced EU engagement with the Western Balkans, in which it stated that
all Western Balkan countries show “clear elements of state capture, including links
with organised crime and corruption at all levels of government and administration”.
Mention was made of the “strong entanglement of public and private interests, which
feeds a sentiment of impunity and inequality” and the “extensive political interference
in and control of the media”, while “visibly empowered and independent judiciary and
accountable governments and administrations” were required.

“State capture” has detrimental economic and political consequences: the inability of
leaders and institutions to ensure prosperity to the majority.

According to the international independent observer organisation “Freedom House”,
Serbia and Montenegro have since 2020 joined the group of hybrid regimes, while other
countries in the Western Balkans bear the title of “partially consolidated democracies”.
In addition, the Western Balkans have experienced a decline in media freedoms
characterised by a number of accumulated problems, from unsolved crimes and attempt-
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ed murders of journalists and their poor economic and social status, to problems with
state pressure, politicisation of public services and private media ownership. A 2020
survey by Transparency International shows that the level of corruption is still quite high
in all the countries of the Western Balkans. Corruption is more prevalent in the
countries in which money goes more freely and non-transparently to election campaigns,
and where governments are more guided by the needs of rich and influential individuals
than by the needs of the citizens in whose interest they should be working. This leads to
further undermining of citizens’ trust in political leaders, elected officials and democracy.

Without a clear prospect of EU membership, there is a risk that the socio-political
situation in the region will deteriorate, which would result in a reduced pace of reforms
and democratic backsliding, increased corruption, external influence, polarisation of
the society and so on. The absence of prospects for EU membership and progress in
the Western Balkans could lead to even greater emigration of the working population
and young people, i.e. a regional “brain drain”, as well as to mass street demonstrations
against government policies and austerity measures. Despite the fact that the EU and its
members are the main trade and financial partners of the Western Balkans, the delay in
European integration may lead to a decline in foreign direct investments (FDI) from the
EU and the acceptance of new non-transparent foreign investments, used by political
leaders in the region to attempt to buy social peace, retain power and/or gain personal
wealth.

After Albania (2009) and Montenegro (2017) joined NATO, the entry of Northern
Macedonia into the Alliance in 2020 was a positive step. Bosnia and Herzegovina is
closer to joining NATO, as Serbia declared military neutrality in 2007 and confirmed
it by adopting the National Security Strategy in 2019. Serbia, on the other hand, has
adopted the second Individual Partnership Action Plan (IPAP), which represents one
of the forms of institutionalised bilateral cooperation between NATO and individual
countries participating in the “Partnership for Peace” programme. Despite the existence
of cooperation with NATO, Serbia’s interference in internal socio-political crises of
the countries of the Western Balkans could cause it to come in conflict with the
Alliance. Secondly, the deterioration of US/NATO relations with Russia and China, on the
one hand, and the deepening of Serbia’s military and security cooperation with Russia
and China on the other, could lead to greater US pressure on Serbia. For example, as a
result of American pressure, Serbia has announced the purchase of weapons from
Israel, Great Britain and France instead of Russia.

Increased polarisation of societies

In 2020, the election campaigns conducted in the region contributed to the polarisation
of societies and deepening of the inter-party and political crisis between the ruling
parties and the opposition, boycott of elections in Serbia by some of the opposition
parties, and deterioration of diplomatic relations between Serbia and Montenegro.
During the elections, the citizens of the countries in the region were exposed to
domestic and foreign propaganda and misinformation. Elections, as one of the main
indicators of democratic practice in the countries of the region, indicate an incomplete
and partial transformation of the system of government, while authoritarianism, which
seems to be strengthening in some of the countries, could bring about an even deeper
political polarisation, increased prospects for political violence, and citizens’ attempts
to resolve their ever mounting problems outside of the institutions — accompanied by all
the risks these issues imply.



The rise of external influences and the return of geopolitics

After numerous conflicts that broke out in North Africa and the Middle East, and
especially after the beginning of the crisis in Ukraine, the West — primarily the EU and
the United States — politically neglected and marginalised the Balkans. Not wanting to
engage more vigorously in the region, the EU decided to support “stabilocrats” who,
despite the proclaimed guarantee of peace and stability, violate fundamental human
rights, rule of law and democracy, stifling media freedom and the civil society. Numerous
Western failures, such as sacrificing the rule of law and other democratic standards to
preserve regional stability, and slowing the EU’s enlargement process, made it possible
for foreign powers such as Russia, China, Turkey and the Gulf countries to play a more
significant role in the region. The presence of so-called non-European countries further
undermines democracy and the rule of law in the countries of the region. Turkey's
pressure on certain Western Balkan countries to extradite Turkish citizens has led to a
violation of the independence of the judiciary, violations of international conventions,
and the illegal extradition of Turkish citizens (from Serbia, Kosovo, Macedonia and
BiH). Chinese investments have proven to be in many ways harmful for the citizens of
the Western Balkans, because they have led to environmental pollution, deterioration
of workers' rights, violation of the right to privacy as a result of use of Huawei cameras
(Serbia and BiH), and the increased public debt (the so-called “Debt crisis”) in
Montenegro. As a result of media reports, it became known that Serbia’s agreements
with the UAE are in many ways harmful because of the country’s involvement in illegal
international arms trade, and that the price of Arab investments is essentially being paid
by Serbian taxpayers.

The rise of organised crime, natural disasters and hybrid threats

The countries of the Western Balkans are increasingly exposed to complex security
threats that do not come from the traditional military sector - epidemics, terrorism, cyber
security threats, the so-called hybrid threats, radical right-wing and Islamic extremism,
natural disasters and environmental pollution. There are still no adequate responses to
these threats, or capacities for protection against them.

The countries of the Western Balkans not only “import” insecurity, but are themselves
part of the problem because they export insecurity to the European Union. The Western
Balkans are a major smuggling route, since countries of the region are producers and/or
distributors of light and heavy drugs for the European Union market and are participating
in the (illegal) international trade in arms, humans, cigarettes and other goods coming
from the West or the East.

Organised transnational crime is one of the key threats to the economic development
of the countries in the region, and it (in)directly endangers the security of citizens.
Cooperation of organised criminal groups from the region and criminal clans’ mutual
wars (in the case of Serbia and Montenegro) require more efficient and effective regional
cooperation in the field of internal affairs and justice.

Fall of the economic standard and the non-competitive economy

Macroeconomic challenges in the region are the result of structural weaknesses in the
countries’ market economies, including poor institutional performance, corruption and
political uncertainty. It is estimated that the Western Balkans could reach the European
standard, i.e. the average GDP per capita in the EU, in approximately 60 years.
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While buying social peace through party-employment and low salaries, political elites
speak of “great economic successes”, ignoring the cost of those successes in terms
of compliance with environmental, social and urban sustainability standards, and the
departure of educated professionals to countries that are better off.

Along with the decline of the standard of living comes the depopulation of the Western
Balkans, embodied in the exodus of people of working age. In addition, the average
age of the population is growing, while in certain countries the birth rate is decreasing.
The consequence of this is an increased need for labour force. It is estimated that the
private sector will be the first to resort to importing and leasing employees from the
Middle East, Asia or Africa, which may lead to increased resistance to “newcomers”, i.e.
the strengthening of the right-wing ideology.

Narrowing space for regional cooperation

The economic and political disintegration of the region stands in opposition to
the strong economic ties of the Western Balkans with the European Union. Despite a
significant number of existing regional initiatives and sporadic political initiatives
launched by the EU, the US and local politicians, political will to establish true regional
cooperation is seriously lacking. The stalemate in regional co-operation is evident, for
example, in the case of Serbia’s operational police co-operation with neighbours and
regional initiatives, in particular with Kosovo. Although the likelihood of a potential
armed conflict in the region is declining, the cause of the stalemate in regional
co-operation is a legacy of the past which is still used today to incite nationalist feelings
and hatred among people in the Balkans, while many bilateral issues remain open.
Political leaders continue to use narratives from the 1990s on threatened national
interests. Such narratives pose a serious threat to democratic processes, security and
the well-being of citizens.

A positive step forward in regional co-operation was the establishment of the Balkan
Medical Task Force to provide medical assistance to the civilian authorities of the
Balkan countries in the event of natural disasters. Also, efforts by countries in the region
to reduce the dangers of small arms and light weapons have increased due to the
support of the international community.

Peacebuilding in the region is marginalised. Western Balkan countries celebrate
military victories and people who had fought in the wars of the 1990s, while individuals
and groups that had opposed violence and advocated peace — and still do so today -
are neglected. It is worrying that governments are not clearly politically committed to
peace and the development of peaceful societies, inter-faith and inter-ethnic dialogue, to
solving the everyday problems of citizens or to the institutional achievement of justice.
From 2016 to 2019, governments in the region set aside hundreds of millions of eu-
ros from their budgets for NATO membership (Montenegro and Northern Macedonia),
for the formation of the army (Kosovo) and police forces (Republika Srpska), and for
the procurement of arms and military equipment (Croatia and Serbia). Unlike military
spending, national governments are underfunding peace, which now depends on donors
from the international community. Given that taxpayers’ money is spent on defence
and the arms race, chances of increased violence are greater than those of peace
and stability.



After 20 years, the solution of relations between Serbia and Kosovo is currently in its
most complex phase, characterised by the greatest pressure exerted to date by some
countries of the international community aimed at obtaining an agreement from the two
sides, and by European and American initiatives leading in the same direction. However,
disagreements within the EU, which happens to be the mediator in the negotiations,
but also between the EU and the US regarding a possible solution to Serbian-Kosovo
relations, renders the process very uncertain. The idea of exchanging territories,
launched by the Presidents of Serbia and Kosovo, met with support, but also strong
opposition, from interested Western countries. Possible consequences could involve
mass relocation, new conflicts and disintegration of certain countries in the region,
which could have a potentially negative impact on European security. However, the
authorities in Serbia and Kosovo have found a common interest in it, and are now trying
to resolve the long-standing conflict in this way. There remains a hope that opposition
from current EU officials and some of the most powerful Member States would prevent
such an outcome and return the negotiation process into the realm of public diplomacy
which would lead to a democratic and peaceful solution to the dispute.

Strengthened and more numerous local initiatives and social movements,
and the reduced influence of civil society organisations

Social movements, informal local initiatives and activism of informal groups are
increasingly present in the region. However, they are diverse in the topics they deal with,
the attitudes they take, and the ideologies they promote. These groups also face serious
difficulties - they are not stable and they lack experience, resources and communication
skills. On the other hand, NGOs and think tanks, although much more organisationally
experienced and capable, are facing reduced influence on the decision-making of
governments, which in turn do not provide them with sufficient support for the develop-
ment of the civil sector.

In addition, civil society does not have sufficiently influence on the public and officials in
EU Member States, who are the main holders of power in the EU and the few remaining
potential partners who can influence change in the region.

Thanks to significant investments in building human and institutional capacities, the
region has never had a more diverse civil society, with more knowledge and experience.
Civil society should and can influence the strengthening of local activism by providing
training, and by supporting and strengthening the movements, initiatives and informal
groups that share its values. Cooperation achieved in this way can have a synergistic
and greater effect on directing social change.

A large part of BCSP’s activities is focused on studying the needs and problems in the
Republic of Serbia, and the analysis of the situation at the national level has revealed the
following tendencies:

The backsliding of democracy and the collapse of the rule of law

On the eve of calling the general elections in 2020 Serbia entered a serious political
crisis, during which the field of political struggle was moved from representative
institutions to the streets of cities and municipalities, where citizens and the
opposition protested every day. The political crisis was caused, among other things,
by the absence of political dialogue and pluralism, distrust of institutions and political
parties, concentration of power in the executive branch and violation of the principle
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of separation of powers, systematic collapse of democratic institutions, pressure on
the media and threats to independent journalists, deteriorating electoral conditions and
political polarisation in the society.

From 2012 until today, Serbia has fallen on all international lists that measure the
state of democracy, freedom of the media and civil rights and freedoms. The rise of
authoritarianism in the country has been noted by international organisations such as
Freedom House, Transparency International, Reporters without Borders, Economist
Intelligence and others. According to the Nations in Transit report by Freedom House for
2020, for the first time since 2003 Serbia is no longer considered a democratic country
and is now classified as a “government in transition or a hybrid regime”, while the
Democracy Index of the Economist Intelligence Unit for 2019 placed it in the category of
countries of “incomplete democracy”. Out of 180 countries, Transparency International
ranked Serbia as 91¢t in terms of perception of corruption. According to the Independent
Association of Journalists of Serbia (NUNS), there were 119 attacks on the media in
2019, i.e. more than in any of last 10 years, which was also recorded in the World Index
of Media Freedoms of the organisation Reporters without Borders, where Serbia fell by
seventeen places and now ranks 93 of 180 countries.

In a system devoid of pluralistic democracy and dialogue, topics that are important
to the citiyens and the articulation of problems in the state and society do not have an
institutional framework. In conditions of complete political polarisation, anti-
-government protests have been going on throughout Serbia, since the end of 2018 to
the beginning of 2020; their participants demand an end to government pressure on
the media, stronger protection of journalists and political opponents from violence,
investigation of political assassination and electoral reform.

Captured State

All the presented data indicate that Serbia is a country with captured state institutions.
However, this is not the result of a combination of circumstances and unintended
consequences of decisions made by political actors in the previous period. The process
is not accidental. On the contrary, the capture of the state has been a deliberate
political undertaking, in which individuals and groups (businessmen, politicians,
criminals, and often all of them together) have gradually and systematically changed the
formal “rules of the game” in order to pursue their own interests, material and political, to
the detriment of the public good. This process included methods that are not necessarily
illegal, ranging from changing regulations, placing individuals loyal to party leaders in
key positions in the state, and recruiting those that are loyal to serve in state institutions,
to “cleaning out” the employees from these same institutions because, tomorrow, they
could turn into inconvenient witnesses. In its final form, a captured state retains the
concept of separation of powers only nominally, and state institutions do not provide
socio-economic, political and other rights to all the citizens. Instead, they exist for no
other eason than to ensure privilege to a narrow circle of individuals and groups.

In this political endeavour, security institutions are one of the first targets of political
actors, because increased and concentrated security power also increases political
power. Some security sectors and institutions are also large budget users (e.g. defence
and police), and are therefore a potential source of significant income for the party
leadership and the people associated with them. With in-depth control over security



institutions, the ruling party leadership ensures unhindered re-direction of public funds
into private pockets. In addition, a captured security sector is an important means of
capturing other public sectors and the society as a whole.

The capture of the security sector is increasing

Therefore, it should come as no surprise that the control of the political party in power
over the security sector is growing. At the same time, the government’s political
interest in the security sector reform based on democratic principles is declining, and
the government is offering and implementing solutions that reduce the integrity and
professional autonomy of institutions. On the one hand, the transparency of the work
of security actors is decreasing, while at the same time discretionary powers and
party-based employment in the security institutions are growing. One of the important
aspects of a captured state is unpurposeful and non-transparent spending of public
resources. There is a growing trend of conducting procurement in the security sector
under special, “secret” circumstances, where the Government has the role of the main
decision maker. The trend of increasing defence expenditures and decreasing the
transparency of spending is quite noticeable. The situation in the security sector looks
even worse if we take into account the fact that supervision and control of security
institutions have deterorated. The National Assembly and its committees in charge of
overseeing the security sector are either very inactive or have turned into platforms for
public expression of support for the party leadership. The Protector of Citizens, once
the most active state institution in conducting supervision and control of the security
actors, today, at best, only initiates investigations. However, an enormous number of
them never reach an outcome. Oversight of other independent state institutions over the
security sector has also fallen into a deep slumber. Finally, internal control in security
institutions has transformed from the first line of defence against internal irregularities
and illegalities into an instrument that is used to (politically) discipline employees.
It should therefore come as no surprise that, in such conditions, security actors are
either silently observing irregularities and illegalities linked with the ruling party, or
are becoming its protectors. That is why critics of the government who demand
accountability, insiders who are exposing corruption and crime of the people in power,
and individuals and groups associated with them, are now their targets.

Serbia’s foreign policy has reached a dead end

EU membership is officially Serbia’s strategic goal, but in practice the government’s
political commitment to Serbia becoming part of the European political and security
community is declining, while at the same time political and security cooperation with
Russia and China is growing. Serbia’s foreign policy is only 57% in line with EU policy. The
increase in skepticism towards joining the European Union was significantly contributed
to by the anti-European character of the government, by ruling and certain opposition
parties, as well as the EU actions (double standards, policy of conditionality, “a stick
without a carrot”, etc.). A militarily neutral Serbia thus continued to balance between the
great powers. Geopolitical competition over spheres of influence between the West and
the East can easily spill over into the internal political situation and further exacerbate
existing disagreements over the country’s desired foreign policy direction and reduce
the security of citizens and society.

Military neutrality has proven to be economically unsustainable for an economically
poor country like Serbia, as it requires independent investment in the production and/or
procurement of modern arms and equipment. To achieve military neutrality according to
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the idea of the Ministry of Defence and the Government of Serbia, the concept of total
defence has been introduced (for now, it means greater insistence on military service
of members of the passive reserve), and there has been mention of reintroduction of
compulsory military service.

Security challenges, risks and threats - A conflict of myths and realities

There is a large gap between the state’s and citizens’ perception of security threats.
Based on the National Security Strategy and according to the statements of officials,
the main threats to national security are: the creation of “Greater Albania”, a potential
conflict with Kosovo, endangered survival of Serbs in the region, increased migration, the
possibility of a terrorist attack, high-tech crime and the like. On the other hand, citizens
see the state itself as the biggest security threat. Inefficient state institutions, corruption,
organised crime, structural discrimination, etc. are perceived as major security
challenges to human and national security. Citizens are also worried about natural
disasters, floods and climate changes that negatively affect the quality of life and
safety of the population of Serbia, but also about foreign investments, such as Chinese
or South Korean, which have a detrimental effect on the environment and protection of
health and safety at work.

Apart from the aggressive media campaign in the fight against organided crime, there
have been no measurable results in the state’s fight against organised criminal groups.
One of the reasons is that high-ranking party and state officials, including members of
the security sector, are linked to corruption and organised criminal groups. Serbia is
involved in international arms trade, and there are indications that the state leadership is
involved in the production of soft drugs, and that organised criminal groups from Serbia,
in cooperation with security services and the police, are leaders in international and
regional cocaine smuggling. Organised crime significantly affects economic
development and business in the country. When it comes to the influence of the mafia
on business, Serbia finds itself in the lower part of the ranking list of the World Bank’s
Competitiveness Index. Since 2012, the number of murders has increased, which the
media have associated with organised criminal groups. Murders of members of the
Balkan mafia are taking place in the European Union, but also in African countries (Libya,
South African Republic). Political and institutional commitment to solving the problem
of hooligan groups, connected with criminal activities, is declining. Clashes between
criminal groups are increasingly reducing the citizens’ feelings of safety. Under the
pretext of protecting people from terrorism and organised crime, the government is
procuring and applying advanced Chinese technologies for mass surveillance of the
population.

Narrowing the space for the operation of civil society organisations
and the media

The environment in which civil society organisations operate has significantly
deteriorated in the last three years. The space for the activities of BCSP and similar civil
society organisations in Serbia is being narrowed by restricted access to information
of public importance, lack of state institutions’ openness to cooperation, emergence
of pro-government “experts” and organisations that are gaining greater visibility in
national media, strengthening of financial control, adoption of laws by urgent procedure,
etc. Attacks on civil society organisations by representatives of the current government
and GONGOs have intensified, and this trend will continue. All critically oriented
organisations are either subjected to pro-regime media and tabloid campaigns, or



threatened with inspections and other means of pressure and intimidation. Attacks
on activists, independent media and journalists, including physical attacks, are
accompanied by inadequate protection by the state and security institutions. Due to all
the above, civil society operates in extremely difficult conditions. In such a situation,
CSOs are increasingly turning to international organisations and bodies, asking them
to apply pressure on Serbian government to implement reforms and ensure respect for
guaranteed rights and freedoms.

The Serbian government has pledged to involve civil society in EU accession
negotiations through the National Convention on the EU (NCEU). However, domestic and
international reports show that representatives of the Serbian civil sector are continuing
to face significant obstacles in their efforts to participate in the EU integration
process. In addition to the non-transparency of the Government’s work during the EU
integration process, the adoption of laws under the urgent procedure limits the effective
involvement of civil society in the law-making process. Numerous CSOs have reported
that the time period allowed for public debates is often too short, and that their
comments on draft laws are not considered and adopted to a sufficient degree.
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The Republic of Serbia is a democratic society with responsible institutions, where security is
a public good, and people live freely, equally and without fear.
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The Western Balkans is a set of democratic societies with responsible institutions, where
security is a public good, and people live freely, equally and without fear.
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