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FOREWORD

by the UN Resident Coordinator & Country Context

t was going to be a year of growth and transition. It turned

into a year of political convulsions, protracted street demon-

strations, and a pause in the reform process - except for the
notable adoption of two important media laws and the law on
management of state-owned enterprises. The Serbian economy
generally stayed on a positive course despite inflationary trends,
thanks in part to the Euro 2.4 billion loan signed with IMF in De-
cember 2022. Sustained foreign investments (reaching up to
Euro 44 billion by the end of the year) indicate trust in Serbia’s
stability and business opportunities. Inequalities persisted re-
gardless of the gradual reduction in poverty rates, incremental
augmentation of the medium salary and the introduction of new
social subsidies.

During the spring and summer, Serbia experienced again severe
weather events, including floods, storms, and heatwaves, that
caused fatalities, property damages, and significant losses to
agricultural producers — while air pollution spiked towards the
end of autumn. Climate change, loss of bio-diversity, and pollu-
tion, are areality that is increasingly present in the life of citizens.
The legislative framework for implementing a comprehensive
green agenda further expanded in 2023, along with structural
reforms in the energy sector and the beginning of rationalization
of the state-owned EPS. A small but growing share of business
investments are now linked to, and shaped by, sustainable prac-
tices. The digital transformation of the economy and of soci-
ety continued as one of Serbia’s most successful endeavours.
Notwithstanding little progress on the accession path to the EU,
Serbia re-committed to several key international initiatives, firm-
ing up its engagement to the SDGs along six core transitions
and signing on key declarations at COP28 on sustainable food
systems, the global renewable and energy efficiency pledge and
the global cooling pledge.

The country fulfilled its normative obligations to international
human rights mechanisms and treaties, preparing for the 4"
UPR cycle and maintaining its platform of low intensity engage-
ment for social dialogue between the government and civil so-
ciety. It marked the 75" anniversary of the Universal Declara-
tion of Human rights by ratifying the Optional Protocol to the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.
The government also adopted the National Youth Strategy and
the Strategy for Active and Healthy Aging, two important frame-
works that can help reduce discrimination and inequalities.

The dramatic school shooting in Belgrade in May 2023, imme-
diately followed by another mass shooting in a suburb of the
capital, and by violent clashes in the northern region of Koso-
vo*, triggered large demonstrations by citizens in Belgrade and
in other cities across the country. While the initial focus was a
grassroot demand to shift the societal paradigm away from vi-
olent models, the marked absence of dialogue between parties

and suspicions of irregularities in the latest local and general
elections in December 2023 contributed to further eroding the
trust among citizens towards state actors, and deepening the
polarisation of the country.

The facilitated dialogue on the normalisation of relations with
Pristina continued, culminating in February with the Brussels
Agreement on the Path to Normalisation and later in March with
the Implementation Annex in Ohrid, North Macedonia. Imple-
mentation, however, was marred by persistent delays and dis-
agreement related to both the interpretation and the sequenc-
ing of the respective commitments, including under previously
concluded agreements. Northern Kosovo continued to be the
scene of inter-ethnic tension, and violent confrontations. The
announcement of snap elections scheduled in December 2023
has further forestalled the EU’s Belgrade-Pristina mediation ef-
forts toward the end of the year. Political discourse was also
heavily affected by the ongoing war in Ukraine, with public de-
mands periodically issued by European Union (EU) officials that
Serbia fully aligns with the EU common foreign policy in levying
sanctions against Russia. While Serbia has denounced Russian
military action and expressed its support for the full territorial in-
tegrity of Ukraine, it has also strived to maintain functional polit-
ical and economic relations with the Russian Federation, whilst
proclaiming neutrality in the East West tensions dominating the
overall European security space.

In this complex geo-political environment, the UN in Serbia ac-
celerated its own pace of action on the three strategic priorities
agreed with the government of Serbia agreed in the UNSDCF: the
green transformation, building on human capital, and strength-
ening the Rule of Law and Human Rights agenda, resulting in
an overall delivery of €85 million as of September 2023, mainly
driven by increased emphasis on the green agenda.
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The second is a round of consultations with all UNCT
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METHODOLOGY

lic of Serbia;
in the public domain;
meetings.
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agencies
discussions of results in thematic groups and in monthly

from two major sources. The first is a desktop revie
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countries that recommitted to realizing the 2030 Agen-

da, by putting forward voluntary commitments structured
around six pivotal transitions, as follows: 1) A just energy tran-
sition; 2) The transformation of the education system; 3) En-
hancements in social protection and job opportunities; 4) Estab-
lishment of sustainable food systems; 5) Digital transformation;
and 6) Addressing the triple planetary crisis, which encompass-
es climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution. Serbia also
reaffirmed its intention to develop a national development plan
taking into consideration the principles of the 2030 Agenda.’

D uring the SDG Summit 2023, Serbia was among the 32

PEOPLE

™

£
i

PLANET

Source: UNDP Insight Report 2023

Serbia’s development priorities are closely aligned with the stra-
tegic goal of EU membership, building on the strong synergies
between the two processes. The Stabilisation and Association
Agreement (SAA) between Serbia and the EU has been in pro-
gress since September 2013. To date, 22 out of 35 chapters
have been opened, including all chapters in Cluster 1 on the fun-
damentals and all chapters in Cluster 4 on the “Green Agenda
and Sustainable Connectivity.” Since 2021, Serbia has accepted
the Europe Union's revised enlargement methodology.?

To further the implementation of the SDGs, in 2015 Serbia estab-
lished the Inter-Ministerial Working Group (IMWG) for the Imple-
mentation of the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, comprised of representatives from line ministries
and other institutions. Following the elections of June 2020,
and more recently those of April 2022, the IMWG has not been
re-established. Currently the responsibility for achieving the

1 United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Sustainable De-

velopment 2023.

2 Additionally, two Chapters, on “Science and Research” and “Education and
Culture” have been provisionally closed. For more information, please refer to: EU
Delegation to the Republic of Serbia 2023.
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Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the 2030 Agenda
is entrusted to the Ministry of European Integration (MEI), and
a new coordination mechanism is being designed. Enhanced
capacity for working across silos and pulling together different
stakeholders is now essential, including for following up on Ser-
bia's commitments in key multilateral frameworks, including the
SDG Summit 2023 mentioned above and the outcomes of 2022
UN Biodiversity Conference (COP15), 2023 UN Climate Change
Conference (COP28), and the Transforming Education Summit.

While many challenges remain, Serbia is making progress to-
wards the achievement of the 2030 Agenda in several key areas,
as evidenced by the graph above, which is organized according
to the 5 Ps of sustainable development (People, Peace, Planet,
Prosperity and Partnership).® This reveals that, in total, about
25%* of the SDGs are achieved or on track to be achieved in
Serbia,’® against 18% at the global level.® The Progress report on
the implementation of SDGs by 2030, published by the Statis-
tical Office in April 2023, presents a comprehensive picture of
both the achievements and the setbacks in the implementation
of the 2030 Agenda. For example, it shows progress as the at-
risk-of-poverty rate fell in both the long term (2013-2021) and
in the short term (2017-2021), and regress as the proportion of
students aged 15 years not achieving the minimum fixed lev-
el on the PISA scale increased. The Sustainable Development
Solutions Network (SDSN) has most recently assigned Serbia
a score of 77.3, which measures the total progress towards
achieving all 17 SDGs.”

The statistical capacity of the country to monitor progress to-
wards the Global Goals is relatively well developed, although
substantial gaps remain as for more than 40% of indicators
data is not available or is not of sufficient quality to assess prog-
ress against the Global Goals. Progress in data collection and
availability has been visible in the increased number of regular
surveys, the alignment of national statistics with European best
practices, and the active collaboration with Eurostat, the United
Nations Country Team (UNCT) and the United Nations Econom-
ic Commission for Europe (UNECE). Recently, focused efforts
on enhancing monitoring and reporting on the 2030 Agenda has
resulted in 12 new indicators being added to the national data-
base, including two related to urban development.®

Additionally, Serbia is making progress in the localization of the
2030 Agenda, by initiating the Voluntary Local Review (VLR) in
the city of Nis,* and advancing policy reforms and building ca-
pacities in Local Self-Government (for more details, please refer
to para 1.2.7), among other efforts.

UNDP 2022d.

Authors calculations

See https://dashboards.sdgindex.org/ Page 24, Figure 2.2

According to global SDG targets.

The SDSN notes a slight regress from 2021 to 2022, especially as regards SDG
15 Life on Land.

8 UN Habitat and UNRCO In the republic of Serbia, 2023.

°  The VLR of the city of Ni$ will be based on a review of 33 SDG indicators mon-
itored at local level.
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https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.stat.gov.rs%2Fen-us%2Fvesti%2F20230427-izvestaj-o-napretku-u-ostvarivanju-ciljeva-odrzivog-razvoja-do-2030-godine-u-republici-srbiji%2F&data=05%7C01%7Cmilica.novakovic%40un.org%7C9dd6a8a82d4a403fe73808db47ceea2d%7C0f9e35db544f4f60bdcc5ea416e6dc70%7C0%7C0%7C638182726721336803%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=9xwKZVJdQBiNwRnp3E6U3aI%2FqWdxYVUEKx1VCvIXQ0g%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.stat.gov.rs%2Fen-us%2Fvesti%2F20230427-izvestaj-o-napretku-u-ostvarivanju-ciljeva-odrzivog-razvoja-do-2030-godine-u-republici-srbiji%2F&data=05%7C01%7Cmilica.novakovic%40un.org%7C9dd6a8a82d4a403fe73808db47ceea2d%7C0f9e35db544f4f60bdcc5ea416e6dc70%7C0%7C0%7C638182726721336803%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=9xwKZVJdQBiNwRnp3E6U3aI%2FqWdxYVUEKx1VCvIXQ0g%3D&reserved=0
https://dashboards.sdgindex.org/ 
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EVOLUTION OF ECONOMIC
FUNDAMENTALS IN THE YEAR
TO DATE

A key tenet of the economic performance of Serbia in the year
to date was the conclusion of a Stand-By Arrangement with the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) for nearly €2% billion USD
in December 2022."° This extraordinary step was taken after
Serbia was confronted with weakening global demand, major
supply chain disruptions, and material shortages in global mar-
kets and had to simultaneously cover the losses incurred by two
key State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs). One year into the Agree-
ment, its implementation is on track, as confirmed by the IMF at
the end of October, with all targets met, or expected to be met,
according to schedule and the structural reform agenda in the
energy sector also advancing at pace.” A major development in
2023 was the Free Trade Agreement with China, signed in Oc-
tober 2023 and ratified by the Serbian Parliament in December
20232 The agreement will allow up to 80% of trade between the
two countries to be duty-free, after a gradual phase down.

Monthly inflation
(COICOP, Annual indices, same month of previous year = 100)
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In early 2023, growth was subdued' largely due to unfavour-
able prospects in regional and global markets, and the cost-
of-living crisis, which impacted real incomes and consumption
trends. Driven by food and energy prices, inflation in Ser-
bia was not only the highest in the Western Balkans and the
second highest in Europe, but also peaked later than in other
countries of the region, at 16.2% year on year in March 2023.

10 30 far, Serbia has used 180 million euros from this arrangement, and no fur-

ther withdrawals are planned. A proposal to make the arrangement a precaution-
ary one is being evaluated.

" International Monetary Fund 2023a.

12 Government of Serbia, Agreement on Free Trade between the Government of
the Republic of Serbia and the Government of the People's Republic of China, Oc-
tober 2023.

13 GDP growth slowed to 0.9% year on year in Q1 2023. See Statistical Office of
the Republic of Serbia 2023I.

With prices still stubbornly high despite significant hikes in the
primary interest rate, a better understanding of the dynamics
behind inflation is critical to effectively calibrate future correc-
tive measures.” Such measures will be particularly important
in protecting those left furthest behind from the erosion of their
purchasing power,'® as presented in greater detail in the para-
graph on Poverty in Chapter 2 of this report.

FDI performed strongly again in 2023. In the first nine months
of the year, the total FDI inflow to Serbia exceeded EUR 3.2 bn,
up by 8% year on year, continuing the upward trend of the last
several years, briefly interrupted by the pandemic in 2020."
FDI inflows were also well diversified by region of origin, with a
growing share of Asia Pacific countries, alongside the Europe-
an Union. Fiscal developments in Q1-Q3 were also better than
expected.

By October 2023, the central government budget deficit had
been reduced to 0.2% of GDP, continuing the downward trend of
2021 and 2022, from the record high of 8.8% during the COVID
-19 pandemic. Central government public debt also fell substan-
tially and was 51.5% of GDP in November 2023."® Even as the
debt stock is lower, higher interest rates are inflating the interest
payments component in the national budget and compressing
the share available to social and environmental priorities. At the
same time, the large role of the state in the economy,™ coupled
with the narrow depth of the Serbian financial markets,?® has
long been a cause of concern, particularly at a time when financ-
ing the green transition requires fresh investments. To address
these entrenched challenges a new project aimed at supporting
the development of the Serbian capital market was started in
March with World Bank support, and a Government-supported
issuance of corporate bonds is planned for January 2024.

Labour market dynamics

The employment gains of the last three years were main-
tained in 2023.2" At the same time, for specialized professions,

14 Serbian primary interest rate was progressively increased from 1.5% in April
2022 t0 6.5% in July 2023, and has remained unchanged since.

15 According to the World Bank in 2021 and in the first half of 2022 in Western
Balkan countries, and throughout most of the world, firms were able to increase
profit margins in many sectors characterized by a mismatch between high de-
mand - due to the pandemic fiscal programmes - and simultaneous supply con-
straints. Supply and demand patterns then normalized, leading to lower inflation-
ary pressures, but the indexation of wages, became then a key inflation driver,
explaining prices stickiness. See: World Bank 2023e.

16 Monthly retail spending statistics offer a close proxy of the tightening of
household expenditures on necessities, and in real term retail spending fell for sev-
eral successive months through 2023. For example, in March 2023, retail spending
contracted by 9% against the level of the previous year. See: Statistical Office of
the Republic of Serbia 2023j.

17 National Bank of the Republic of Serbia 2023. For comparison, it was 55.1%
at the end of 2022.

8 Ministry of Finance of the Republic of Serbia 2023b.

19" In the third quarter of 2023, the percentage of employees in the public sector
accounted for 25.8% of total registered employment. See: Statistical Office of the
Republic of Sebia 2023c. By comparison, government employment averaged 16%
in the EU.

20 The Belex 15 turnover taken as a loose proxy of the capitalisation of the Bel-
grade stock market, has not yet bounced back to its pre-financial crisis level and
has further contracted in 2022.

21 statistical Office of the Republic of Sebia 2023b. According to the data the
main indicators show that there were negligible changes in the labour market in
the third quarter of 2023 as compared to the third quarter of the previous year.



http://demo.paragraf.rs/demo/combined/Old/t/t2023_11/MU_006_2023_001.htm
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2023/03/16/serbia-to-diversify-and-deepen-capital-markets-by-encouraging-corporate-bond-issuance-with-world-bank-assistance
https://www.nbs.rs/export/sites/NBS_site/documents/monetarna-politika/istorijski_pregled.xls
https://www.mfin.gov.rs/en/documents2-2/macroeconomic-and-fiscal-data2
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/digpub/european_economy/bloc-4d.html?lang=en#:~:text=The share of government employment,accounting for 16 %25 in 2020.

Labour market trends
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workforce shortages were among the top concerns raised by
businesses in Serbia, as was also the case in the rest of the
Western Balkans, with over 60% of businesses requesting that
authorities deploy policies to retain workers,?? which also led
the government to take further steps to liberalize the work per-
mit regime.?

Average net salaries, however, barely kept up with inflation and
increased by only 1% year on year in real terms during the first
nine months of the year against the same period in the year be-
fore. The large gap between median and average (mean) wages
continued to widen, particularly in real terms, in a concerning
sign of persistent inequality.?* On average, salaries are about
55% of the EU average,?® mirroring low labour productivity?®
and structural challenges in the labour market. These include,
among other issues, low labour force participation, particularly
among women (see paragraph below) and marginalized groups,
high unemployment rates among the youth, and high levels of
informality.?” With unemployment rates among young people re-
maining high, the trend of young and skilled people emigrating
has continued, mainly to the European Union and Switzerland.

The adoption of the new Law on Safety and Health at Work in
April 2023, tightened employers’ responsibility for accidents
resulting from the non-implementation of relevant codes. How-
ever, its implementation will require further resources as there
is a persistent shortage in labour inspectors.?® Finally, as the

22 Regional Cooperation Council 2023 and World Bank 2023a.

28 The Serbian Parliament adopted amendments to Law on Foreigners and the
Law on the Employment of Foreigners in July 2023 to shorten procedures for en-
tering the job market, by introducing a “Single Permit”, which covers both the work
and the residence permit.

24 statistical Office of the Republic of Sebia 2023a and Statistical Office of the
Republic of Serbia 2023i.

25 Author’s calculation using official data from the Statistical Office of Serbia and
a weighted average for the EU.

26 A firm located in Serbia needs three times as many workers per unit of output
as one in the EU. See: World Bank 2019.

27 The Program for Suppression of the Gray Economy until 2025 with an Action
plan for 2023-24 was adopted in June 2023.

28 According to an interview with the president of the professional organization
Network of Inspectors of Serbia, about 2,200 inspectors currently work in the
republic's inspections, and another 1,600 are engaged in local self-government
units, while the analysis of the Ministry of State Administration and Local Self-
Government from 2019 showed that at least 3,600 are needed at the Republic
level alone.

green transformation gathers pace, active labour market poli-
cies (ALMPs) become even more important and should receive
additional funding to support the integration of hard to employ
groups in the labour market and overcome skills mismatches.

Economic Policy Responses in 2023

Over the course of 2023, the Government adopted several mea-
sures aimed at mitigating the impact of the unfavourable inter-
national environment on the economy and population, as well as
of the successive floods and heavy storms of the 2023 summer
season. It also intervened to gradually address the structural
problems of the energy sector, which undermined Serbia’s eco-
nomic performance in late 2022.

Interventions included: public investments, supported by inter-
national donors; the progressive alignment of domestic energy
prices with international ones; and the organization of public auc-
tions, expected at term to double the current Serbian green ener-
gy capacity. These measures are broadly in line with UN agendas
and the objectives of the UN Cooperation Framework 2021-2025.
At the same time, the Government has in recent months once
again adopted ad hoc fiscal policy changes, including:

= A payment of RSD 10,000 for each child under the age of 16
(September 2023);%°

= An extraordinary salary increase of 5.5% for public sector em-
ployees in education and health care (September 2023);3°

= An extraordinary pension increase of 5.5% (October 2023);*'

= Financial aid in the amount of 20,000 dinars to beneficiaries
of pensions (old-age, early-age, disability and family pension-
ers) (November 2023);3

= One-time financial assistance in the amount of RSD 10,000 to
Serbian citizens that are students of secondary schools, both
public and private (November 2023).3

While targeted and specific measures in favour of the most
vulnerable are essential to counter the cost of living crisis, it is
important that the government adopt a more comprehensive
approach in the future aimed at sustainably increasing expendi-
tures for social protection at least to the level of the average in the
countries of Central and Eastern Europe and consistent with the
principle of Leave No One Behind (LNOB).**

Women economic empowerment

If no significant change is made, it will take another 58 years to
achieve full gender equality in the labour market in Serbia.*®
The magnitude of the gender gap in labour participation is

2 Fiscal Council 2023a and 2023b.

30 Ibid.

31 Ibid.

32 Fund for Pension and Disability Insurance of the Republic of Serbia 2023.

33 Government of the Republic of Serbia 2023g.

34 OHCHR, UN Country Team Serbia, and Government of the Republic of Serbia
2022.

35 This conclusion is based on the Gender Equality Index, which details how
many years it will take to achieve full gender parity in 6 areas at current pace of
progress. For details please see: UN Women 2023a and UN Women 2021.


https://www.pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/SlGlasnikPortal/eli/rep/sgrs/skupstina/zakon/2023/35/2/reg
http://www.parlament.gov.rs/upload/archive/files/lat/pdf/predlozi_zakona/13_saziv/630-23 - Lat..pdf
http://www.parlament.gov.rs/upload/archive/files/lat/pdf/predlozi_zakona/13_saziv/634-23 - Lat..pdf
https://www.mfin.gov.rs/sr/dokumenti2-1/program-za-suzbijanje-sive-ekonomije-2023-2025-godine-slubeni-glasnik-rs-br-212023-1
https://biznis.rs/vesti/srbija/nikad-manje-inspektora-u-srbiji/

persistent in the Serbian labour market, where women have a
much lower labour force participation rate (51% vs. 66% for the
working age population in 2022)%. Additionally, women com-
prise only 31.2% of all entrepreneurs.®’

Many indicators confirm the above assessment, based on the
disadvantaged position of women in the labour market, such as
the concentration of women in low productivity sectors and in
the care economy. Discrimination is also evident in the realm of
recruitment, promotion, pay and benefits, and the availability of
training opportunities, as well as in relation to maternity and pa-
rental leave. Finally, women spend on average a bit more than
four hours (4:09) in unpaid work activities per day, against two
hours (2:03) for men, or more than double the time, pointing to
the need for further sensitization and awareness raising.3®

Expo 2027

Serbia was elected as the host country of the Specialised Expo
2027/2028 by the Member States of the Bureau International
des Expositions (BIE) in June 2023. The major event - expected
to draw over 3 million visitors - is scheduled to be held in Bel-
grade from May 15 to August 15, 2027. The unifying theme of
the Expo will be "Play for Humanity: Sport and Music for All,
aiming to celebrate global recovery through different mediums
and to offer a platform for cultural exchange.®

In preparation, the Government has announced a series of sig-
nature infrastructure projects estimated at a total cost of €12
billion. These will include: the completion of a new National Sta-
dium with a capacity for 52,000 people; the construction of 18
km of railroad leading from the city centre to the airport and
the Stadium site; and the initiation of the "Sail Serbia" project.
While an assessment of the impact of the Expo on environmen-
tal stewardship and social cohesion are currently hard to gauge,
direct and indirect economic effects have been projected at 1.1
billion euros, while the Expo is also expected to boost Serbia’s
capacity to host additional large-scale events in future.*® Expo
will be a key test of Serbia’s capacity to use its legislative frame-
work - including on green procurement*' - to promote the green
and circular agenda, decent work and energy efficiency while
drastically reducing pollution and leaving no one behind.

ICT contribution to sustainable development

Serbia has made significant progress in the ICT sector. Ac-
cording to the Online Services Sub-index, Serbia outpaces the
world, sub-regional, and regional averages, while having the
highest growth potential in the Telecommunication Infrastruc-
ture Sub-index.*?

36 gtatistical Office of the Republic of Serba 2023m.

87 Up from 28.1% ten years earlier. See UN Women 2023b.
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39 EXPOQ 2027 Belgrade, Serbia.

40 Ibid.

41" From January 1st 2024, public procurement decisions will need to consider a
set of environmental aspects (e.g. product lifespan, maintenance costs, water and
electricity and recycling). See NALED 2023.

42 UNECE and ITU recently completed a scoping study on digital transformation
priorities and technical assistance needs of the programme countries in the UNECE
region.

In 2022, total expenditures for R&D grew by 10% from the pre-
vious year,” nearly 1% of GDP (against 2.2% in the EU in 2021).
83.5% of individuals used the Internet in 2022, a notable in-
crease from 33.5% ten years earlier, while almost the entire Ser-
bian population (95.5%) owns a mobile phone.* Still, Internet
access remains expensive for low wage earners: the average
fixed-broadband basket is estimated at 2.31% of Gross Nation-
al Income (GNI) per capita (compared to an average of 1.2% in
Europe).* In addition to reducing social and economic inequali-
ties, decreasing the price of Internet usage is of key importance
to foster economic competitiveness and unlock new opportu-
nities, especially for small and medium enterprises (SMEs). In
the domain of E-Government, Serbia is trailblazing the digital
transformation and is currently ranked 40th in the UN E-Gov-
ernment Development Index*, while there is a well-recognized
need for E-Government services to be more user-centric’ and
better informed by human rights principles*.

While women are generally equal to men in terms of mean-
ingful access to the Internet (e.g., uploading content online),
the difference in advanced skills is more prominent, with men
overall more capable of installing software, changing software
settings, and writing code.** The Serbian ICT field is heavily
male-dominated: while gender equality in technology ecosys-
tems is in line with global averages and, in some areas, higher
than in the EU, the participation of women should be promoted
more. Women and girls should be encouraged to study ICT sub-
jects and learn coding at a young age (only 28% of ICT students
and 14.2% of programmers are women).*

Serbia also continues to show a commitment to the develop-
ment of science, technology, and innovation as a tool for fur-
thering sustainable development. For example:

= Serbia was the first country that successfully adopted the
Science, Technology, and Innovation (STI) for SDGs Road-
map in 2022, successfully embedding the Global Goals in
its Smart Specialisation Strategy;*'

= At the 2023 High-Level Political Forum, Serbia showcased
the SDG Investor Map, identifying sectors with the greatest
opportunities for sustainable investment;

= Serbia launched the Initiative for the International Decade
of Science for Sustainability in August 2023, which will be
implemented from 2024 until 2033.%2

Finally, ICTs have also been mobilized in supporting Serbian
start-ups, including through the expansion Serbia’s science
and technology parks - which will offer co-working spaces,

43 statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2022e.

417U 2023a.

45 1TU 2023a.

46 Serbia moved up by 18 ranks since 2020.

47 The EU eGovernment Benchmark 2023 places Serbia in the lowest decile
(below EU average) among EU Member States and selected accession countries.
48 safeguards and human rights protection are not sufficiently integrated into the
process of digitalization, and there are important concerns as regards the state
bodies access to citizens’ personal data in the digital world. See: UNDP 2023.

49" UN Women 2021 and ITU 2021.

01U 2021.

51 European Commission’s Joint Research Center, Serbian Smart Specialization
Team 2022.

52 Government of the Republic of Serbia 2023d.
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offices, and services to support the growth of nascent and
innovative businesses - and Smart Manufacturing Centres -
which are expected to serve as central hubs of competence for
Fourth Industrial Revolution technologies.

Agricultural and food industry

In 2022, agriculture, forestry, and fishing accounted for 6.5%
of gross value added,> representing Serbia’s fourth largest
sector. Employment in the sector is also high, at 15%.% Serbia
is a net food exporter, with food and agriculture contributing
13.2% of total exports, particularly towards the EU and coun-
tries of the Central European Free Trade Agreement. Increas-
ing ICT penetration and enhancing the adoption of advanced
technologies in Serbian agriculture are key to developing the
sector and fostering productivity growth. Currently, only 14% of
farmers report adopting smart farming technologies, while 81%
report that the high cost of farming equipment is the primary
reason for not adopting smart technologies. A significant ma-
jority (94%) stated that they would adopt such technologies if
subsidies were made available (ITU and Food and Agriculture
Organization). Still, the sector remains highly vulnerable to di-
sasters, as evidenced again this year. In this regard, the reform
of the agricultural insurance system is one of the factors that
could reduce the impact of disasters to livelihoods.

The three most important policy developments in the year to
date in this sector were:

= The opening of the registrations on the E-Agrar platform
in March 2023, which established an online Registry of
Agricultural Holdings and made the processing of subsidy
requests submitted by the holdings more efficient. It is es-
timated that nearly all agricultural holdings are now regis-
tered, although difficulty in accessing and using the registry
was reported for a part of the public.

= The adoption of the Amendments to the Law on Incentives
in_Agriculture and Rural Development in October 2023,
which increased the maximum area of cultivated agricultur-
al land for which the right to basic and production-related
incentives for plant production can be exercised from 20 to
100 hectares, and which also introduced changes in subsi-
dies and incentives.

= The introduction of the subject of Climate Change in agri-
cultural schools as an elective subject.

Serbia will have to develop a new Strategy for Agriculture and
Rural Development as the current one expires in 2024. This
represents an excellent opportunity to address key develop-
mental challenges, such as competitiveness, environmental
sustainability and land degradation, circularity with linkage to
food loss, decarbonization, the underdevelopment of rural ar-
eas, and gender equality.

The progressive alignment of the Strategy with the EU Common
Agricultural Policy (CAP) and the integration of the principles of

58 statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2023h. In the EU the share it is
around 1.5%.

54 statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2023e.

55 statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2023f.

the EU Green Deal, Farm to Fork, and Biodiversity strategies will
be key to making the agricultural sector more environmental-
ly and socially sustainable. Other outstanding reforms include
the development of a Code of Good Agricultural Practices and
the implementation of a requirement that beneficiaries of di-
rect payments comply with Good Agricultural and Environmen-
tal Conditions. The adoption of a food systems perspective,
as reflected in Serbia’s National Pathway, made incremental
progress also through the participation in the UN Food Systems
Summit Stocktaking Moment, held in Rome in July 2023.

The urban agenda

According to the 2022 census, Serbia's urbanization rate stands
at approximately 62%, up from 22.5% in 19535%. The key hubs -
aside from the capital Belgrade - with almost 1.7 million inhabi-
tants - are Novi Sad, with over 360,000 inhabitants, Nis, with al-
most 250,000, and Kragujevac, with around 170,000. Following
the adoption of the Sustainable Urban Development Strategy in
2019, and of the related Action Plan in March 2021, challenges
remain in the implementation of a truly integrated, gender-re-
sponsive, and sustainable approach to urban development.

In the year to date, the most important policy developments
were the Adoption of the Amendments to the Law on Planning
and Construction in July 2023, which introduced numerous
changes aimed at expediting and facilitating investments in
real estate. These include: the abolition of the fee for the con-
version of land use rights into ownership rights; the establish-
ment of the Agency for Spatial Planning and Urbanism, tasked
with the implementation and improvement of spatial planning
and development policies and new rules on energy perfor-
mance certificates of buildings. This was followed in August by
a Regulation allowing the temporary connection of illegally built
buildings to electricity, water, sewerage, gas, and/or the district
heating network. In September 2023, the Institute for Architec-
ture and Urban and Spatial Planning developed a Roadmap for
Implementing Urban Safety Measures in the Urban Planning
Process, pending government adoption.

Serbia also continues to progress the implementation of the
UN New Urban Agenda (2016) and the localization of the 2030
Agenda. Multiple efforts are underway, including through:

= The development of green, inclusive and resilient sustain-
able mobility infrastructures in 145 Serbian Local Self-Gov-
ernments (LSGs) with support from Agence Frangaise de
Développement (AFD), the World Bank, and the Serbian Min-
istry of Construction, Transport, and Infrastructure (project
has kickstarted).

= The development of the Voluntary Local Review of the city
of Ni$ and the Sustainable Urban Mobility Plan in the city of
Kragujevac (both in progress).

= Innovative approaches to confront the challenge of shrink-
ing public spaces (e.g. the cities of Ni$ and Krusevac pro-
posals to the World Urban Forum 12 (WUF12).

56 statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2022c.
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Sustainable management of natural and cultural resources

In managing its rich tangible, intangible, movable, and unmov-
able cultural heritage, Serbia is increasingly promoting its links
with the priorities of sustainable development. A few examples:

Serbia piloted an enhanced collection of data related to SDG
indicators on culture (Culture 2030 indicators) both at the na-
tional level, and in the city of Leskovac as the selected urban
area, , also informing the new strategic framework on culture
for Leskovac. This experience could be replicated in other mu-
nicipalities;

= A survey of quantitative and qualitative obstacles to gender
equality in the sector of culture, arts, and creative indus-
tries was produced, in cooperation with local faculties and
civil society. It will be followed by dedicated capacity-build-
ing activities informed by the results of the research;

= In support of SDG 8.9 on sustainable tourism, Serbia con-
tinues to promote World Heritage Sites and to work closely
with Local Self Governments (e.g., Serbia became a mem-
ber of the Global Sustainable Tourism Council in May 2023).
Additionally, in 2023, Cacak became the first cultural capital
of Serbia, as part of a project aimed at the decentralization
of cultural life, and the promotion of equal cultural develop-
ment and equal availability of cultural content throughout
the country.%”

= Finally, the Djerdap UNESCO Global Geopark works to in-
clude local communities, volunteers and schools to en-
hance awareness and understanding of key issues such as
using earth’s resources sustainably, mitigating the effects
of climate change and reducing natural hazard-related risks.

PRESERVING THE NATURAL
ENVIRONMENT AND FIGHTING
THE TRIPLE PLANETARY CRISIS

Serbia is progressively integrating climate action and a green
transition approach towards a low carbon economy in its pol-
icies and strategies, including through the implementation of
the three Rio Conventions, of other multilateral environmental
agreements, such as UNECE Conventions, and of its National
Determined Contribution,’® submitted in August 2022. Also
guided by the EU Green Agenda for the Western Balkans, in
2023 the country focused on multiple legislative upgrades and
policy interventions for energy efficiency, decarbonization, the
just transition, fighting water and air pollution, and protecting
the environment. Key recent developments in these priority ar-
eas are briefly reviewed below.

57 As the first Serbian Capital of Culture, Cacak organized close to a hundred art,
movie, theater, music, and literary events in 2023.

%8 Serbia committed to reduce its emissions by 13.2%, as compared to 2010
levels, by 2030.

Energy efficiency and decarbonization

The fundamental tenets of the energy regulatory system are
now largely in place, albeit with delays. The Low Carbon De-
velopment Strategy for 2023 to 2030 was approved in June
2023, laying out the methodology for achieving a reduction of
Greenhouse Gases (GHG) emissions by 33.3% compared to
1990, also based on the Law on Climate Change (which had
been adopted in 2021). Public consultations on the Integrated
National Energy and Climate Plan (NECP) were concluded in
the summer, and its adoption is now pending.

Bringing these frameworks to full implementation will be a
formidable challenge. Serbia uses nearly four times as much
energy as the EU average to produce one euro of GDP* and its
electricity demand per capita grew by almost 9% between 2020
and 2022 (against less than 1% in Europe). Here, the residential
sector offers a significant potential for resource optimization:
a large majority of Serbian families still use outdated devices to
warm their homes,*® and current housing stock is not sufficient-
ly insulated.®” For this reason, several incentive programmes
have been introduced to support the retrofitting and rehabili-
tation of family houses and apartments in the past three years,
and about 20,000 households are estimated to have used the
funds. In 2023, a new program on “Clean Energy and Energy
Efficiency” was initiated which will allocate 1.8 RSD billions
in subsidies in 131 local self-governments to help co-finance
energy efficiency measures. While in previous programs, such
subsidies covered only half of the costs of these installations,
this percentage was brought up to 65% in the most recent one,
alleviating the burden on poorer households. Additionally, a
campaign for the retrofitting of public buildings is expected to
result in annual reductions of up to 56% in their Carbon Dioxide
(CO2) emissions.

Serbia still depends on coal for over 65%% of its energy needs
and decarbonizing the electricity sector is paramount. Key
steps forward were taken in the year to date, including: ratio-
nalizing the governance of the state-owned enterprises SOEs
Elektroprivreda Srbije (EPS) and Srbijagas; designing a plan to
gradually increase electricity tariffs to achieve cost recovery in
the medium term; and re-establishing energy security with in-
frastructural investments, including in the distribution network,
to reduce losses. These were all key parts of the reform pro-
gramme agreed upon with the IMF and are now in the advanced
phase of implementation. Additionally, to boost the use of al-
ternative energies, the amended Law on the Use of Renewable
Energy Sources was adopted in March, opening the way for
the first renewable energy auctions in August 2023. These are
expected to result in an increased capacity of 400 MW for wind
power and 50 MW for solar and are part of a three-year plan
envisaging the rollout of a total of 1,000 MW from wind and 300
MW from solar.

59 Measured in kilograms of oil equivalent (KGOE) per thousand euros, Serbia’s

energy efficiency stood at 424.23 KGOE/1000 euros against an EU average of
116.67.

60 A high percentage of households — 48% in the general population and 88% in
Roma settlements — still use outdated fuels and technologies for heating, cook-
ing, and lighting. UNICEF 2020.

1" RES Foundation 2022 and Danas 2022a.
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The need for a Just Transition

In 2023, the focus has been more on securing new energy sourc-
es than on planning out the Just Transition. While there is broad
awareness about the need to define a strategy for coal phase-out,
a vision for this transition is yet to be articulated. The coal mining
sector currently contributes about 0.6% of GDP® and 0.8% of total
formal employment.®

A United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) scenario anal-
ysis based on International Labour Organization (ILO) methodology
carried out in 2020 shows that, overall, the economy-wide impact
on employment of coal phase-out would be low, with overall posi-
tive effects and notably more jobs created than lost (job creation is
estimated to range from 1.7% to 2.5%).55 At the same time, mines
and coal power plants are still key to rural economies, particularly
of the Kolubara and Kostolac regions. It is then of key importance
that a participatory and inclusive process of consultations be de-
signed to flesh out the details of a programme focusing both on
new employment opportunities for coal miners and the overall so-
cial and economic wealth of the affected communities.

Equally important is taking into consideration the specific needs
of the energy poor when adapting energy and electricity prices, ac-
counting for environmental and societal costs. In this regard, the
support provided by the EU in 2022 and 2023 for the reduction of
bills for electricity, thermal energy and gas for vulnerable families
was particularly important. Finally, in its design and implementa-
tion, the just transition should refer to the Gender Equality Strategy
- which includes measures to reduce energy poverty — recognizing
that the process will affect women in different ways than men.

The impact of poor air quality on citizens’ health

In Serbia, as elsewhere in the Western Balkans region, air pollu-
tion is the number one environmental threat to health: approx-
imately 15,000 deaths annually are directly attributable to ex-
posure to polluted air.?” It is estimated that more than 4 million
people currently live in agglomerations where air is classified
as Category llI (excessively polluted),®® a direct result of indus-
trial emissions, including from thermal power plants®®, congest-
ed urban road traffic, frequent unsanitary landfill fires, and the

63 statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2023h.
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5 UNDP 2020a. Please also see UNECE 2022 for guidance on the management
of hazards related to coal mines closures and to the postmining stage.

66 |n 2023, more than 190,000 households, or three times as many as in 2022,
were able to benefit from energy discounts, through an application to their local
self-government, thanks to the Energy Support Package of the European Union for
Serbia for 165 million Euro.

67 European Environment Agency 2023.

68 This total was calculated by the authors, based on the information contained
in the Environmental Protection Agency’s Annual Report on the State of Air Quality
in the Republic of Serbia for 2022, matched with Census data on population by
municipalities and cities.

9 In October 2023, the Energy Community Secretariat initiated a dispute settle-
ment procedure against Serbia for not closing the Morava coal-fired power plant,
specifically mentioning widespread adverse health effects. The installation of
desulphurization plants to limit sulphur dioxide emissions from the thermal pow-
er plants - particularly the “Nikola Tesla” and “Kostolac” - has been repeatedly
postponed due to a series of procedural as well as technical irregularities in the
completion of the project, as detailed in Renewables and Environmental Regula-
tory Institute (RERI) Desulphurization in the Western Balkans and CEE Bankwatch
Network Comply or Close 2023.

use of low-quality fuel and heating devices. The latter have the
heaviest impact on human mortality and morbidity, specifically
because they emit large quantities of PM2.5 particulate matter.
The impact is particularly acute on children and youth.”° The
Air Protection Programme 2022-2030, adopted in December
2022, must therefore be more consistently prioritized and im-
plemented, including by improving punctuality and thorough-
ness in reporting.

Measures aimed at improving air quality complement and over-
lap those aimed at energy efficiency and energy decarboniza-
tion reviewed above and include: decreased use of solid fuels
for household heating and cooking, together with the replace-
ment of inefficient devices’; reduction of emissions from in-
dustrial sites and power plants; and the uptake of sustainable
mobility.”® Further areas for improvement include the imple-
mentation of strategies to eliminate the harmful occurrence of
landfill fires, which have a devastating impact on air quality and
human health.” The practice of burning agricultural waste — or
stubble burning- is also a significant source of air pollution, but
government efforts to raise the awareness of farmers towards
discontinuing these practices have yielded only limited results.

Lastly, citizens’ awareness should be enhanced through in-
creased communication about the health risks of air pollution,
which should be accompanied by the enhancement of public
health professionals’ capacity to use contemporary methods
for health risk and impact assessment and environmental risk
monitoring and to fill gaps in knowledge through better use of
epidemiological and air pollution data.”®

Rewiring of the Serbian economy is still needed to achieve cir-
cularity

Serbia has been laying the foundations for a transition to-
wards a more circular economy. The Programme for the De-
velopment of the Circular Economy for the period 2022-2024
was adopted in December 2022.7° In 2023, work started on a
roadmap for food loss and waste reduction and management,
while the use of “challenge calls” to incentivize the adoption of
circular solutions by SMEs and local self-governments has de-
livered good results”’, along with awareness raising initiatives
by the Chamber of Commerce. A key priority area is enhancing

70" UNICEF 2021.

7T There are concerns on the quality of the data due to some polluted areas lack-
ing air quality stations or monitoring only a limited number of air quality parame-
ters.

72 See the paragraph above on Energy efficiency, as the “Clean energy & energy
efficiency” programme is also relevant to tackling air pollution.

73 Of relevance to the specific challenges Serbia faces in reducing Air Pollution,
the “Gothenburg Protocol” under the umbrella of the Convention on Long-range
Transboundary Air Pollution, together with related guidance materials, provide a
range of abatement techniques and economic instruments for emission reduction
in relevant sectors. While Serbia is a Party to the Air Convention, it has not yet
ratified the Gothenburg Protocol.

74 As shown in the UNEP publication “Wasted Air: Impact of Landfill Fires on Air
Pollution and People’s Health in Serbia” upcoming.

75 For example, the Government and the UN cooperated in the organization of
the 2023 awareness raising event on Clean Air for Blue Skies and in a campaign to
stop the harmful practice of burning crop residues.

76 UNDP 2020b and Government of the Republic of Serbia 2022d.

77 See examples of selected circular economy approaches developed in 2023 by
the private sector with UN support.
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https://reri.org.rs/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Desulphurisation-in-the-Western-Balkans.pdf
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/sep/22/belgrade-serbia-air-pollution
https://www.cirkularnezajednice.rs/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Short-Description-of-the-Award-Winning-Innovations.pdf

inter-ministerial cooperation, particularly to address loss and
waste.

On the infrastructure side, in 2023 the Vinca facility entered
service, which includes a new EU-compliant sanitary landfill, a
waste-to-energy facility, and specific measures in support of
informal waste pickers, to support their professional requalifi-
cation. These reforms and investments are acutely needed as
waste generation in Serbia has increased by over 50% in the
last decade, approaching the average of waste per capita in
EU countries, while the rate of municipal waste that is recycled
continued to stagnate at around 2% of total waste generated by
households, against 48% in the EU.”® This low recycling rate is
due, amongst other factors, to low awareness and resistance
to change, insufficient municipal waste collection coverage
(86.4%), landfilling as the only “treatment” of municipal waste,
inadequate capacities for recyclable waste collection, low pri-
mary separation of organic waste, the disposal of waste at un-
sanitary landfills, and the lack of facilities for the treatment of
hazardous waste and of construction and demolition waste.

Serbia is in the bottom half of European countries in terms
of electronic waste (e-waste) generated per capita,’” but only
about 20% of E-waste is collected and recycled, though Ser-
bia has adopted laws that closely mirror the EU Waste from
Electrical and Electronic Equipment Directive (2012/19/EU),
which sets collection, recycling, reuse, and recovery targets
for e-waste, and Directive 2011/65/EU on the use of hazardous
substances in Electrical and Electronic Equipment.&°

Sustainable management of water resources

An increasing proportion of the population is being connect-
ed to wastewater treatment thanks to new national and for-
eign projects aimed at the construction of municipal sewage
infrastructure®’. These long overdue investments will allow
addressing both the persistent problem of contamination of
drinking water®? and the pollution of watercourses from un-
treated wastewater.®

International cooperation and transboundary water manage-
ment are also important, as Serbia largely depends on water
resources originating outside its territory (90% of the waters
flowing through the country transit via the Danube, Sava, and
Tisa rivers and other waterways). Serbia is a party to the Con-
vention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Water-
courses and International Lakes (“Water Convention”), and, ac-
cording to 2020 data, 89.65% of its transboundary waters (river

78 statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2023p and EUROSTAT for compar-
ative data.

79 1TU 2023b.

80 European Commission 2021 and 2022.

81 Ministry of Construction, Transport and Infrastructure of the Republic of Ser-
bia: "Clean Serbia" project.

82 |In 2021, only approximately 67% of city water supply systems provided
drinking water of adequate quality, while 33% was found inadequate due to phys-
io-chemical non-compliance, microbiological non-compliance, or both with no sig-
nificant variations in recent years.

83 |t is essential that access to sanitation is enhanced with due regard for geo-
graphical disparities and the needs of vulnerable and marginalized groups. Efforts
to enhance access could also be anchored to the Protocol on Water and Health to
the 1992 Convention, to which Serbia is party.

and lake basins and aquifers) are covered by operational agree-
ments or arrangements for water cooperation (SDG indicator
6.5.2). At the Carpathian Convention Conference of the Parties
(COP), held in Belgrade in October 2023 (also see below), Ser-
bia and Romania established of a transboundary Ramsar site
in the Derdap gorge (Iron Gate) National Park, along the Danube
River.8

Protecting biodiversity by establishing protected areas and
improving forestry management

In its long-term commitment to protect biological diversity,
Serbia has different types of protected areas in place, which
currently amount to 8.62% of the national territory (against
18.5% in the EU),® as well as an ecological network. In line
with its obligations under the Convention on Biological Diver-
sity (CBD), of which it has been a party since 2002, Serbia has
submitted six successive National Reports, and established an
online database to monitor progress in the implementation of
its Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020 and Aichi Biodiver-
sity Targets.®¢ It has additionally adopted the Nature Protection
Programme for 2021-2023, aligned with the 2018 Law on the
Planning System as well as with the UN Strategic Plan for the
CBD 2011-2020.

The most recent significant pressures on biodiversity have
largely stemmed from: fires in protected areas which have
impacted forest ecosystems; agricultural production (overuse
of artificial fertilizers and pesticides, uncontrolled drainage of
liquid manure from cattle farms, land management in steppe
and salty water habitats, and diffuse pollution on agricultural
fields); the construction of hydroelectric power plants; and the
intensive exploitation of sand and gravel from riverbeds.

Ecotourism has viable potential as confirmed by the evalua-
tion of tourist attractions in selected protected areas (PAs),
such as Stara Planina Nature Park and Suva Planina Special
Nature Reserve. However, significant weaknesses need to be
addressed in this context, such as underdeveloped infrastruc-
ture and depopulation. lllegal trade in wildlife is also a concern,
with issues spanning from the illegal harvesting of terrestrial
orchids of the Fruska Gora mountain for therapeutic usage, to
the illegal poaching of sturgeons in the Danube for caviar.

In 2023 Serbia assumed the Presidency of the Carpathian
Convention, which — amongst others - adopted the Carpath-
ian Biodiversity Framework, supporting the implementation of
the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework at the re-
gional level. The Framework is accompanied by the COP7 Min-
isterial Declaration - Empowering the Carpathian Vision 2050
corresponding to the global vision of living in harmony with
nature, also recognizing the need to address air, water, and soil
pollution, with a specific focus on combating plastic pollution
in the region's watercourses. Additionally, Serbia launched the
development of the Environmental Protection Strategy, which is

84" United Nations, UNESCO 2021; UNECE 2021a; UNEP 2023.

85 European Commission 2023c.

86 The latest report was submitted in 2019. See: Government of the Republic of
Serbia 2019.
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being prepared by a dedicated working group.®’

When optimally managed, forests also play a key role in pro-
tecting biodiversity. In Serbia, they cover 29.3% of the country’s
total area,®® within the EU average. To increase the area of na-
tional territory under forests to 41.4% by 2050 ®°, better forest-
ry policies and practices should be scaled up and additional
resources earmarked to tackle the illegal extraction of timber,
forest fires, and address pressures from the agricultural, ener-
gy, and construction sectors. A key deliverable, expected by the
end of 2023, is a new forest inventory system, which, in com-
bination with updated forest management plans, will create a
basis for more sustainable forestry management.

The climate crisis and other hazards increasingly affect Serbia

In the summer of 2023, more than 56 municipalities were af-
fected by extreme weather events, which caused significant
damage to infrastructure, agricultural holdings, and residenc-
es, preliminarily evaluated at more than 2.5 billion dinars.®® The
Serbian government declared a state of emergency across mul-
tiple regions, mobilizing extensive relief efforts, including by the
international community. These events emphasized the vulner-
ability of the flood-prone areas, which cover about 1.6 million
hectares, including over 500 settlements and critical transport
infrastructure®’, and underscored the need for robust emergen-
cy preparedness and mitigation measures.

The “INFORM” Global Crisis Severity Index” places Serbia in the
group of medium-risk and rather stable countries with an aver-
age score of 3 (out of 10). Nonetheless, as disasters increas-
ingly affect Serbia’s socioeconomic development and environ-
mental integrity, criticalities in the Serbian Disaster Risk Reduc-
tion and Emergency Management System - such as the frag-
mentation of institutional frameworks, complex procedures,
and insufficient capacities — must be urgently addressed.

Leveraging the potential of Nature Based Solutions (NbS), in-
cluding in the context of Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR), also of-
fers viable and important opportunities. Two recently launched
platforms — the Disaster Risk Register and the Climate Change
Atlas for Serbia — are novel tools that bring together observed
and projected climate change data and scenarios at the sub-re-
gional and local level, and are expected to support climate resil-
ient planning and investment. A Draft of the National Program
on Adaptation to Changed Climate Conditions is also under-
going intra-ministerial consultations, aimed at complementing
and strengthening the institutional framework. Finally, the in-
creased involvement of Serbian municipalities in the Make My
City Resilient Campaign has also generated increased aware-
ness of the role of local decision makers in DRR.*?

87 Young Researchers of Serbia 2023.

88 Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Water Management of the Republic of
Serbia 2009.

89 This is one of Serbia’s voluntary targets to achieve Land Degradation Neutral-
ity (LDN) under the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCD).
90 As widely reported in the press at the time. Official statistics are not yet avail-
able.

91 Ministry of Environment and Spatial Planning of the Republic of Serbia 2010.

2 UNDRR 2023.

Serbia is vulnerable to industrial accidents and technological
disasters, including those occurring in orphaned and aban-
doned mine sites, such as tailings. Enhanced capacity is need-
ed for disaster risk reduction and emergency response, mul-
ti-hazard and multi-sectoral approaches, enhanced community
resilience, and cross-ministerial cooperation.®®* A comprehen-
sive road map for the involvement of the health sector in the
management of industrially contaminated sites is underway.

9 UNECE 2021b.
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Demographic trends

Over the last eleven years, Serbia’s population has contracted
by 7.5% (male 7.6% and female 7.4%) due to the decades-long
phenomenon of sub-replacement fertility®* and outmigration.
The natural growth of the population has been negative for over
two decades, a trend that was reinforced by the effects of the
COVID pandemic.

Serbia is a transit and migrant-sending country. According to
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD), there were about 700,000 migrants of Serbian origin
in OECD countries in 2022,°° more than 10% of the Serbian to-
tal population. An additional 4.5% of the Serbian population is
estimated to be permanently residing in non-OECD countries,*®
while total remittances accounted for almost 9% of national
GDP in 2022.°” Migrants outflow is around 30 thousand per-
sons®® per year, predominantly comprised of young persons of
reproductive age and professionally in demand in both Serbia
and EU labour markets (e.g., medical professionals, IT techni-
cians, drivers, construction workers). Cognizant of the chal-
lenges of outmigration, in 2021 Serbia adopted the Strategy on
Economic Migration for the period 2021-2027 which has the
aim of slowing down the departure of the working-age popu-
lation, strengthening ties with the diaspora, and encouraging
returns and circular migration.®®

Serbia’s population is projected to contract further, about one
fifth, by the middle of the century, making Serbia one of the
countries in Europe and the world that are losing their popu-
lation the fastest, with parts of the country more intensely af-
fected. Belgrade is projected to lose 3.8% of its population and
Vojvodina 19.8%, while Western and South-eastern Serbia are
forecast to lose 28.5% and 40%, respectively. The population
will likely shrink less in those parts of Serbia that can attract in-
ternal migrants (Belgrade, Novi Sad, Nis§, and Subotica), as well
as in parts of the country with a younger population and higher
fertility rates.®

According to standard indicators of population ageing, Serbia
had a 22.1% share of people aged 65 and over in 2022 (19.6%
for male, 24.5% for females), above the EU average of 21.1%.
The share of older persons increased from the 17.3% (male
15.1% and female 19.6%) measured ten years earlier, placing
Serbia in a cohort of East European demographically old coun-
tries, along with Bulgaria and Croatia.’®" Of particular concern
is the unequal impact of successive crises on the wellbeing of
older persons. According to a recent simulation, the estimat-
ed older persons’ poverty rate in 2022 amounted to 12.48%,
almost double in comparison to the pre-crisis level.’%? These
developments point to the need to prioritize the quality of life
of younger and older persons, as well as intergenerational sol-
idarity, which were advanced, among other measures, through:

94 gtatistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2022a.

9 OECD 2023.

9 International Centre for Migration Policy Development 2023.
7" World Bank 2022.

%8 OECD 2023b.

9 Government of the Republic of Serbia 2020.

100 UNDP, UNFPA 2022.

101 EUROSTAT 2023a.

102 UNFPA 2022.

= The adoption of the Youth Strategy in the Republic of Serbia
for the period from 2023 to 2030 in February 2023% - aimed
at improving the quality of life of young people, and, in July
2023, the adoption of the Action Plan for the first three years
of the Strategy’s implementation;

= The adoption of Strategy for Active and Healthy Aging in
September 2023. The strategy is based on the concepts
of active aging, gender equality, intergenerational solidar-
ity, lifelong learning, digital competence, education on the
health, psychological, and social aspects of aging, and the
active participation of older persons in all processes of the
social community.

Poverty

The at-risk-of-poverty rate has slowly been decreasing in the
past 6 years, measuring 20.0% in 2022, 1.2% lower than in
2021. The social exclusion rate declined to 28.1% in 2022, 0.3%
lower than in the previous year but still much higher than the EU
average of 21.7%.'% The contraction in at-risk-of-poverty rates
in 2022 follows the trend of previous years and puts Serbia’s
at-risk-of-poverty rates in alignment with the region’s average.
However, it should be noted that the Social Inclusion and Pov-
erty Reduction Unit is no longer functional, meaning continuous
monitoring of absolute poverty rates in Serbia has been discon-
tinued, and the at-risk-of-poverty rate can only partially replace
this institution. As in previous years, the at-risk-of-poverty rate
was measured as highest for individuals up to 18 years of age
and those aged from 18 to 24 (20.3 and 20.4% respectively).

A worrying finding from recent data is that subjective poverty,
as the perceived ability of the household to “make ends meet”
was much higher, with more than 88% of Serbian families stat-
ing they had some or great difficulty with their budget. These
findings on perceived poverty were corroborated by the analy-
sis conducted by UNICEF on the impact of the COVID pandemic
and the conflict in Ukraine on the most vulnerable groups in
Serbiain early 2023, which estimated that the national absolute
poverty rate had increased by between 0.3% to 2.5%, depend-
ing on the scenario, resulting in poverty rates of 10.4% for the
midpoint scenario, 9.2% for the modest scenario, and 11.4%
for the worst-case scenario. According to the same simulation,
child poverty is expected to increase faster than overall poverty.
Even in the most modest scenario, child poverty is expected to
increase to 13.8%, representing an additional 27,987 children
living below the absolute poverty line.'%®

Inequality

Inequality in Serbia has been on the decline, and the decline
appears to have continued despite the COVID pandemic and
cost of living crisis. In 2022, the Gini coefficient for income
measured 32.0%."° down from 39.8% in 2016, while the income

103 Serbia is among the countries in Europe that most improved their Youth prog-
ress index score from 2011 to 2022. Notably, Serbia’s score improved from 72.98
t0 79.91 and its rank from 47th to 42nd. See: European Youth Forum 2023b.

104 SORS 2022d. and EUROSTAT 2022.

195 UNICEF 2023b.

106 gtatistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2023g.
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of the richest 20% of the population was 5.5 times higher than
that of the poorest 20%, down from a high of 11 times higher
in 2016. Still, these values are still considerably higher than
the EU-27 averages, which were respectively 30% for the Gini
coefficient and 4.74 for the 80%/20% ratio.

Education

The process of making education more inclusive in the Republic
of Serbia gathered pace in 2009, with the entry into force of the
Law on the Foundations of the Education System, and many
visible results have been achieved since then. According to
the World Bank’s Human Capital Index, Serbia’s level of human
capital has increased in recent years,'”” reflecting increases
both in expected years of schooling as well as quality of
learning. Serbia now ranks higher than the average of other
upper-middle-income countries.

As shown in the chart below, based on data from the 2011 and
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2022 Census, educational attainment has increased and 53.1%
(male 58.4% and female 48.1%) of the Serbian adult population
aged 15 and over has completed secondary education, while
the percentage of people without any educational attainment
or incomplete primary education dropped to 6.3% (male 4.0%
and female 8.4%). Young people attending faculties and higher
schools in 2022 accounted for 57.4%'% of the total generation,
with a notable reversal of the gender gap in tertiary education,
as seen in most Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) countries.’®

107 According to the World Bank, HCI value for Serbia increased from 0.65 to
0.68 between 2010 and 2020, meaning that: “A child born in Serbia today will be 68
percent as productive when she grows up as she could be if she enjoyed complete
education and full health. See: World Bank 2023d.

108 statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 20230.

109 For the 2022-23 school year, female enrolled students in tertiary education
were 56.6% of total. Ibidem, p. 117.

The educational attainment of Roma children remains
starkly subpar to that of their peers. Census data shows that
only 17.8% of the adult Roma population (22.5% male and
12.8% female) has completed secondary education (against
53.1% in the total Serbian population), while 37.9% (31.7%
male and 44.4% female) have no educational attainment or
incomplete primary education (against 6.3% in the total Serbian
population). 1"°

In this context, Serbia participates in numerous relevant inter-
national assessments, including Progress in International Rea-
ding Literacy Study (PIRLS), International Civic and Citizenship
Education Study (ICCS), Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA), Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS), International Computer and Information
Literacy Study (ICILS), and Teaching and Learning International
Survey (TALIS). The results of the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) tests (performed by children aged
15) conducted in 2022 are below the average of OECD and EU
countries in three measured dimensions (reading, mathematics,
and science). Despite Serbia registering progress compared to
the 2018 results, the country is still behind the OECD average in
both the mathematics and reading literacy scales. Significantly
better results were achieved on the Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) test and PIRLS (2021
cycle), both of which are conducted in the fourth grade of
primary school, and this difference might be explained by more
adequate support from teachers in lower school grades.™

Notably, the re-orientation of new curricula in preschool on rela-
tions, wellbeing, and the development of learning dispositions,
and in primary, secondary, and vocational education towards
learning processes and outcomes, rather than subject content,
is a key pillar of the Strategy for the Development of Education
in the Republic of Serbia until 2030, which was adopted in
February 2021. This approach is also one of the commitments
made by the Ministry of Education at the 2022 Global Trans-
forming Education Summit, organized during the 77th UN Gen-
eral Assembly, and is in line with both the SDG4 framework and
the country’s aspirations for joining the EU."3

The Education 2030 Framework for Action has set two key
finance benchmarks for governments:

= To allocate at least 4% to 6% of GDP to education. Serbia's
planned expenditure on education as foreseen in the 2024
budget has increased substantially from previous years -
through increases in teachers’ salaries’* and planned fixed
investments in scientific and educational centers'® - and is
now approximately 3.6% of GDP'®, though this is still lower
than Serbia’s pledge and the EU average of 4.7%;

110 statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2023k and UNICEF 2020.

1 World Bank 2023b. page 24.

112 Along with the focus on inclusive and competences-based learning.

113 Government of the Republic of Serbia 2022b.

114 According to the Budget of the Republic of Serbia (page 329), the salaries for
educators will be increased by 10% starting from January 2024.

15 |bid, page 81.

116 The percentage was calculated by the authors, based on the official estimate
of GDP and broadly corresponds to expert analysis. See: Ministry of Finance of the
Republic of Serbia 2023d and Government of the Republic of Serbia 2023e.



https://data.stat.gov.rs/Home/Result/01020511?languageCode=en-
https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon_o_osnovama_sistema_obrazovanja_i_vaspitanja.html
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https://prosveta.gov.rs/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/1-SROVRS-2030_MASTER_0402_V1.pdf
https://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/education-2030-incheon-framework-for-action-implementation-of-sdg4-2016-en_2.pdf
http://www.parlament.gov.rs/upload/archive/files/lat/pdf/zakoni/13_saziv/1916-23 lat.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/serbian/lat/srbija-67226835

= To allocate at least 15% to 20% of public expenditure to edu-
cation. In 2018, the latest year for which complete data were
available, Serbia was below target, having spent 9.3%, slightly
less than the average for the EU27 of 9.9%."" It should be not-
ed that while the overall level of public spending on education
is below regional averages, the number of students has also
declined, resulting in modest increases in per-student spend-
ing at the primary and secondary education level.”®

Serbia is an important partner in advancing education for sus-
tainable development (ESD), working closely with the United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), UNECE, and the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO) to upscale efforts for the implementation of the
UNECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development
(2021-2030) at all levels, in particular to strengthen environ-
mental democracy and to empower learners of all ages with
the knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes to address intercon-
nected global challenges.

Health outcomes and health resilience

The Serbian health system has made significant progress over
the last decade and coped relatively effectively with the chal-
lenges brought by the COVID pandemic. Outcomes have im-
proved and more services are delivered at a lower cost. Some
recent regulatory and policy developments are expected to
contribute to further strengthening the system performance, in-
cluding, among others, the new Law on Health Records, which
will be implemented starting in 2025, and a new Program on
Health Digitalization.

Despite the contraction of the health workforce by about 6%
in the last ten years,""® the number of physicians and nurses
per 100,000 people in Serbia — and similarly the number
of hospital beds - has been stable since 1990, largely due to
negative demographic trends. Overall, the numbers of doctors
and nurses working in the system per 100,000 people remain
comparable to those of EU countries.’? A key concern is that
these average figures hide important variations across the
country, as the medical workforce tends to be concentrated in
urban areas with better infrastructure, medical universities, and
highly specialized medical centres.'? Going forward, Serbia
needs to design an integrated model of primary health care,

17 UNICEF 2022, p. 38.

18 |bid, p. 59.

119 The total number of health care professionals shrank from 112,587 in 2012
t0 105,601 in 2022. See: Institute for Public Health Dr. Milan Jovanovic Batut, 2012
and 2022.

120 The number of physicians employed in Serbia by public health institutions
per 100,000 inhabitants was 295 in 2021, against EU values ranging from 318.3 in
France to 629.2 in Greece in 2021. As for nurses, the ratio in Serbia was 632 per
100,000 inhabitants in 2021 against EU values ranging from 338 in Greece to 1600
in Ireland. It should be noted that as regards physicians, in Serbia, statistics refer
only to personnel employed by the public health sector, hence the claim that this is
comparable to EU averages stands. Institute for Public Health of Serbia Dr. Milan
Jovanovic Batut 2022 and Eurostat database.

121" The number of physicians per 100,000 ranged from a low of 189 in Srem to a
high of 443 in the Belgrade area. (Institute of Public Health of Serbia Dr Milan Jo-
vanovic Batut 2022), which implies gaps in specialists and low availability in less
populated areas. The scarcity of medical professionals is also due, among other
factors, to the outmigration of doctors from Serbia to EU countries. According to
estimates, over 10,000 doctors have left Serbia in the past 20 years, with Germany
the most popular destination for Serbian health professionals.

incorporating a range of services including mental health and
noncommunicable diseases (NCDs).

Public health expenditure in Serbia has been steadily increasing
in recent years'? and universal health coverage (UHC) is provid-
ed in line with SDG Target 3.8 through the mandatory health care
insurance of the whole population. Out-of-pocket expenditures,
however, are very high, accounting for 37% of health expendi-
tures in 2020 compared to the EU average of 15.4%, which
raises important fairness and effectiveness concerns, with
medicines as the main driver of out-of-pocket spending, espe-
cially for the poor.

Mortality and morbidity rates from both noncommunicable dis-
eases and communicable diseases remain high. Chronic NCDs
account for 94% of all deaths in Serbia, while 1in 5(19.5%) NCD
deaths are of those under the age of 60. Considered together,
cardiovascular diseases (CVDs) and cancers account for two-
thirds of all mortality. Many Serbian citizens tend to have un-
healthy lifestyles, characterized by inadequate dietary intake,
alcohol use, and low engagement in sport and recreation.’?
Additionally, Serbia has made limited progress in tobacco con-
trol, and the World Health Organization (WHO) Framework Con-
vention on Tobacco Control is not fully implemented and inad-
equately enforced. The use of tobacco in public places is not
aligned with EU recommendations; there is no ban on smoking
in the hospitality sector and the collateral environmental pol-
lution is severe. The new law and strategy on tobacco control
was drafted and remains to be adopted.

The environment is also a major determinant of health and as
a signatory of the Budapest Declaration and of its Roadmap
for healthier people, a thriving planet and a sustainable future
(2023-2030), Serbia has inter alia committed to: tackle the
health and wellbeing impacts of climate change, pollution, and
biodiversity loss; further integrate the One Health approach;
and set up strategies and frameworks for the safe manage-
ment of waste and for the identification and remediation of
contaminated sites.

Regarding communicable diseases, the burden of tuberculosis
(TB) has decreased significantly due to the consistent imple-
mentation of the National TB Programme in line with the WHO
TB strategies, which resulted in the reduction of the TB notifi-
cation rate by 80% to 9/100,000 in 2019, strengthening Serbia's
position among the low TB burden countries in Europe. Accord-
ing to the latest data from the Institute of Public Health Ser-
bia (IPHS), the TB notification rate in 2021 was 3.75/100,000,
though this was likely indicative of incomplete case registration
due to the COVID-19 epidemic, similar to 2020 when the TB

122 According to the WHO Serbia Country Profile, per capita health expenditure
increased by over 35% between 2015 and 2020.

23 WHO 2019.

124 As regards nutrition, the FAO European Office programme on “Transforming
food systems” is currently developing food system-based dietary guidelines for
the region, also through the CAPNUTRA network. As regards mobility, the Trans-
port Health and Environment Pan European Programme (THE PEP) and THE PEP
implementation mechanisms towards achieving healthy, green and sustainable
transport and mobility could also provide Serbia with needed guidance. Please
also see the Budapest Declaration, which has endorsed a new partnership to sup-
port active mobility.
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https://c4ir.rs/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Akcioni-plan-finalna-digitlizacija-u-zdravstvu-2.pdf
https://c4ir.rs/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Akcioni-plan-finalna-digitlizacija-u-zdravstvu-2.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Health_in_the_European_Union_%E2%80%93_facts_and_figures
https://apps.who.int/nha/database/country_profile/Index/en
https://www.capnutra.org/
https://www.who.int/europe/initiatives/transport-health-and-environment-pan-european-programme-(the-pep)
https://www.who.int/europe/initiatives/transport-health-and-environment-pan-european-programme-(the-pep)
https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/librariesprovider2/euro-health-topics/environment/building-forward-better-by-transforming-to-new-clean-safe-healthy-and-inclusive-mobility-and-transport.pdf?sfvrsn=6792d6bf_6&download=true
https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/librariesprovider2/euro-health-topics/environment/building-forward-better-by-transforming-to-new-clean-safe-healthy-and-inclusive-mobility-and-transport.pdf?sfvrsn=6792d6bf_6&download=true
https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/librariesprovider2/euro-health-topics/environment/building-forward-better-by-transforming-to-new-clean-safe-healthy-and-inclusive-mobility-and-transport.pdf?sfvrsn=6792d6bf_6&download=true
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/371461/Budapest-decl-2023-eng.pdf?sequence=1

notification rate was 5/100,000. The latest IPHS data'®® show
thatin 2021 Serbia had registered 172 Human Immunodeficien-
cy Virus (HIV) cases, 49 new Acquired Immunodeficiency Syn-
drome (AIDS) cases, and 14 AIDS deaths. Most new cases were
in the age group of 30 to 49 years, while related counselling and
testing has now bounced back to pre-pandemic levels. The im-
pact of the COVID pandemic is still being felt, as can be inferred
from the latest statistics for life expectancy at birth, which
was 76.0 years in 2019 but had declined to 72.8 years in 2021
(Eurostat, 2023). While this was a trend worldwide, the drop in
Serbia was significantly larger than the EU average, where this
indicator fell from 81.3 to 80.1 years, and further widens the
country’s gap compared to the more advanced countries of the
region.

The mental health of children and young people is an issue of
growing concern in Serbia. The tragic school shooting in May
2023 put in the spotlight the limited availability of services for
psychosocial support for this age group. The first epidemio-
logical study of the prevalence of mental disorders in Serbia
was conducted in 2022, targeting the adult population, while a
dedicated study for the youth is not available.’? Among peo-
ple aged 18-25, the diagnosis of a disorder related to the use
of alcohol was three times more common compared to older
respondents; up to 19% of young people used alcohol in a way
that required the immediate intervention of the health service,
while in the 26-65 age group the percentage was around 6%.
Disorders from the anxiety spectrum were diagnosed in about
6% of young people, and disorders from the depression spec-
trum were found in about 4%.

In spite of the prevalence of mental health disorders, a 'U-Re-
port' survey conducted in August 2023 revealed that approxi-
mately 47 percent of respondents refrained from seeking help
because they feared it might be perceived as a sign of weak-
ness and they were concerned about being judged. The survey
further indicated that nearly half of the young people surveyed,
or 46 percent of them, turned to social media and the internet
as their primary source of information on how to maintain good
mental health. Only five percent of them indicated teachers,
and seven percent health workers, as individuals they could
confide in regarding their problems.

Welcome recent developments, following intense efforts by UN
Agencies in country, include:

= Guidelines for primary and secondary schools, emphasizing
mutual respect, cooperation, and solidarity, as well as respect
for diversity, were issued in August 2023;

= Six ministries signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU)
to enhance the dedicated mental health support system, clar-
ifying the allocation of resources and the roles and responsi-
bilities of various stakeholders in child, adolescent, and young
people's mental health protection.’? An inter-ministerial work-
ing group to support the implementation of the MoU is being
set up;

125 |nstitute of Public Health of Serbia Dr Milan Jovanovic Batut 2022.

126 See: GIZ 2022. The survey was conducted in 2022 on a sample of 1,000 cit-
izens aged 18 to 65. A similar study targeting children and adolescents up to 18
in Serbia does not exist.

127" Ministry of Tourism and Youth of the Republic of Serbia 2023.

= Some important law and policy documents are pending, in-
cluding the Action Plan for the National Programme for the
Protection of Mental Health for all Citizens of the Republic of
Serbia for 2023-2026.

In the area of sexual and reproductive health, the government
showed its commitment to reducing cervical cancer related
morbidity and mortality through continual promotion of Human
Papillomavirus (HPV) immunization, which was made availa-
ble free of charge for boys and girls aged 9-19 and has been
fully covered by state health insurance since June 2022, and
through the efforts of all relevant actors to improve the cov-
erage and quality of screening for the cancer of reproductive
organs.’® Efforts should continue — in this and other areas - to
identify the main drivers and barriers toward immunization and
plan activities to promote awareness of vaccination benefits,
both among the general public and for vulnerable populations.

Further attention in the health sector should also be given to
effective, sustainable financing of disease-specific strategies.
Public health services should be strengthened to reverse the
trends in NCDs through tobacco control and by paying en-
hanced attention to diet, physical exercise, and mental health.
Measures related to environmental health should also be
strengthened, particularly in following up on the COP28 UAE
Declaration on Climate and Health — which was signed by Ser-
bia and calls for better integration of health considerations into
climate policy processes and of climate considerations across

health policy agendas.

Children's health

During the last ten years the neonatal mortality has declined
progressively, reaching 4.0 per 1,000 live births in 2021, ap-
proaching the EU average, and achieving the global target of
SDG Goal 3.2,"° while the under-5 mortality rate was 5 per
1,000 newborns. The maternal mortality rate, which had been
declining since 2012, showed an increase during the Covid-19
pandemic though still remained below the target set in SDG
3.1. It has since declined again, but to a level above pre-pan-
demic trends."®" Exclusive breastfeeding has increased since
2014 (by 13%) but remains low (24%), even if it is broadly on
par with EU averages.

The values of the perinatal mortality rate in Serbia have been
declining in the last 20 years but are still relatively high com-
pared to developed European countries. The perinatal mortality
rate in Serbia was 7.5 per 1,000 births in 2022, approximately
30% below the average of EU member countries before 2020
(5.5 per 1000 live births in 2021). There are significant regional
disparities. Districts oriented towards Clinical Centres and neo-
natal intensive care units in Ni§, and to some extent Kragujevac,

128 Ag of October 2023, the immunization rate for the HPV vaccine was around 4%.
129 |n 2023 the Ministry of Family Welfare and Demography initiated the develop-
ment of a new strategy to promote sexual and reproductive health.

130 gSee: Institute of Public Health of the Republic of Serbia Dr Milan Jovanovic
Batut 2022. The Global Goal is 12 per 1,000 live births.

131 Defined as the number of women who died during pregnancy, childbirth, or
the puerperium due to complications associated with these conditions (maternal
deaths) per 100,000 live births. The global target is 70 per 100,000 live births. See:
Institute of Public Health of Serbia Dr Milan Jovanovic Batut, 2022.
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have been registering the highest perinatal mortality rates in
the country, which may indicate limited capacities and the inef-
fective organization of health services.

In terms of vaccination rates, Serbia — which had traditionally
outperformed some of its European peers - partially bounced
back from challenges encountered in the post-COVID years. In
2022, for example, 89% of children received the 2nd dose of
measles-containing vaccine as per the national schedule, up
from 81% in 2020, and just short of the 91% achieved in the
pre-pandemic years.”™? In June 2022, the HPV vaccine, which
is recommended but not mandatory, became available free
of charge (covered by the State Health Insurance Fund) for
both boys and girls aged 9 to 19. The continued education of
health professionals, parents, and teachers and promotional
activities among the public are further needed to fully realize
the benefits of high vaccination rates with the HPV vaccine.

Access to services remains uneven across the population,
limiting the progress towards universal coverage set by SDG
Target 3.8. Access was not necessarily related to income pov-
erty. For example, in thirteen out of twenty-five Serbian dis-
tricts, more than 15% of children had not received Measles
Mumps and Rubella (MMR) vaccinations, while in four out of
twenty five districts, the same percentage was documented
regarding children receiving Hepatitis B (HepB3) vaccinations
by age 1.3 And while the public health system has made sig-
nificant progress in reaching out to the Roma population with
antenatal and neonatal care, with the percentage of Roma
children aged 24-35 months who had received full vaccination
increasing from 44 per cent in 2014 to 63 per cent in 2019,
Roma continue to lag behind the national average of 80 per
cent.™

One Health

The “One Health” approach - which aims to balance and
optimize the health of people, animals and the environment - is
an important priority to prevent, predict, detect, and respond to
complex health challenges and threats facing our societies.

Serbia has a relatively well-developed record in this space: a
National Bridging Workshop was held in 2019, resulting in a
joint roadmap for improved One Health Collaboration's. These
efforts could be revived with the support of the “Quadripartite
organizations” (Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), UNER,
WHO, and World Organisation for Animal Health (WOAH)) to
strengthen collaboration across various sectors and sustain
the prevention of pandemics and health threats at source, by
addressing ecosystem degradation, food system failures,
infectious diseases, and antimicrobial resistance.

Social protection

Social protection systems (through the four pillars of social
assistance, social services, social insurance and employment

82 WHO 2023c.

133 |nstitute for Public Health of Serbia Dr Milan Jovanovic Batut 2023b.
184 statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia and UNICEF (2020).

135 This was never officially adopted but remains a de facto reference.

and labour market programs) are a key instrument for reducing
poverty and social inequalities. Overall, the total social
protection expenditure is low in Serbia, both in terms of per
capita expenditure (totalling EUR 2,800 in Serbia in 2021, against
EUR 9,094 in the EU-27 in 2021)'%® and as a percentage of GDP
(19.1% of GDP in Serbia in 2020, far below the EU-27 average
of 30.2%).”%” At the same time, the pressure on the social
protection system (in centres for social work) is substantial and
increasing, against a shrinking number of staff employed by the
system. '3

The establishment of the "Social Security Card" registry which
was aimed at strengthening the system and increasing its
coherence has proved controversial. According to the Ministry
of Labour, Employment, Veteran, and Social Affairs (MoLEVSA),
this registry helped citizens exercise their rights more easily and
quickly, while also allowing the administration to identify cases
of unfounded payments.'* Contrarily, laments from civil society
argued that the system instead resulted in the administration
accessing an excessive amount of personal data and led to
27,000 beneficiaries losing their rights, primarily affecting the
Roma national minority residing in substandard settlements.'
The Network for Economic Social Cultural Rights has initiated a
constitutional review.

Serbia’s social assistance system is designed and implemented
by the Centres for Social Work (CSW) and the social welfare
departments in local self-governments (LSGs). Notably,
most cash benefits are subject to national regulation and are
financed by the national budget. The core programmes for
social assistance can be categorized between means-tested
and categorical, mainly targeting poor households, people with
disabilities, working mothers, and households with children. ™

Social assistance - as one of the four pillars— has seen
important shifts towards categorical programmes of social
assistance,'? especially those focusing on pro-natal benefits,
which are overtaking poverty-targeted programmes as the
largest social assistance programmes. Looking only at poverty-
targeted programme spending, Serbia spends under a third
of the European average,'® with both inadequate population
coverage and a low amount of social security benefits leading
to the ineffectiveness of the social security system in reducing
poverty,'# affecting progress towards SDG 1.3. The adoption
of a new Strategy for Social Protection and amendments to
the Law on Social Protection are still pending. Law on Social
Protection are still pending.

186 EUROSTAT 2023d.

87 EUROSTAT 2023e.

138 Republic Institute for Social Protection 2021.

139 Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veteran and Social Policy of the Republic of
Serbia 2023b and the Initiative for Economic and Social Rights 2022.

140 nitiative for Economic and Social Rights 2023a.

41 UNICEF 2023b.

142 Categorical targeting consists in selecting individuals belonging to a certain
category of people using observable characteristics that do not require the collec-
tion of a large amount of data.

143 UNICEF 2022, page 10.

144 UN Economic and Social Council 2022.
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UNITED NATIONS HUMAN
RIGHTS STANDARDS

verall assessment shows that Serbia’s legal framework
O is mostly harmonized with international human rights

standards.’®* Greater focus should be placed on the im-
plementation on national and local levels, as well as on tackling
the apathy visible in the system and on people’s behaviors and
beliefs. Human rights and the rule of law are also shaped and
assessed through the EU accession process and addressed
specifically in the relevant EU Acquis chapters. These mech-
anisms are considered foundational and are given the utmost
priority in the corresponding negotiations.

Cooperation with UN Human Rights Mechanisms

The Republic of Serbia continuously cooperates with and sub-
mits regular reports to UN Human Rights Mechanisms, includ-
ing treaty bodies and the Universal Periodic Review (UPR). It
engages regularly with UN Special Procedures and facilitates
field visits.'#® Many relevant civil society and independent insti-
tutions also have active and regular cooperation with UN Hu-
man Rights Mechanisms within their mandates.™#’

The UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Opinion and Ex-
pression visited Serbia and Kosovo'® in March/April, with the
preliminary observations being published in the End-of-Mission
Report.™ In July, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Promotion
of Truth, Justice, Reparation and Guarantees of Non-recurrence
published a report on the visit to Serbia and Kosovo™? in late
2022. The Republic of Serbia underwent the 4 UPR review in
May 2023, with the UPR outcome report' consisting of 256
recommendations, out of which Serbia supported a vast ma-
jority. Most of the recommendations refer to media freedoms,
civic space, the independence of the judiciary, gender-based
violence, the rights of the child, LGBTIQ+, migrants, national
minorities, persons with disabilities (antidiscrimination), and
war crimes. Recommendations that were not supported ad-
dressed the unresolved transitional justice process, relations
with neighboring countries, and the improvement of the human
rights of LGBTIQ+ persons.

145 Fundamental human rights and freedoms are enshrined in the Constitution.

Serbia is bound by eight of the nine UN core human rights treaties (The Internation-
al Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members
of Their Families is the exception), the European Convention on Human Rights, and
numerous Council of Europe (CoE) conventions. A list of signed CoE conventions
is available on the website of the Council of Europe. The ratification of the optional
protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child related to the communication
procedure is pending.

146 Serbia has had a standing invitation to Special Procedures since 2005.

147" Through their regular monitoring and reporting on the implementation of hu-
man rights standards, as well as through communication with special procedures
or treaty bodies in individual cases. For more information, see OHCHR.

148 All references to Kosovo should be understood to be in the context of United
Nations Security Council Resolution 1244 (1999).

149 UN Special Rapporteur on the Promotion of Truth, Justice, Reparations and
Guarantees of Non-recurrences, Report on the visit to Serbia and Kosovo 2023.
150 All references to Kosovo should be understood to be in the context of United
Nations Security Council Resolution 1244 (1999).

151 Human Rights Council 2023.

The Government’s Council for Monitoring, Reporting and Fol-
low-up to UN Human Rights Mechanisms (NMRF), chaired by
the Ministry for Human and Minority Rights and Social Dia-
logue, nationalized the National Recommendations Tracking
Database (NRTD) developed by the Office of the High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) to simplify the continuous
and systematic monitoring, implementation, follow-up, and
reporting to UN Human Rights Mechanisms. This database
will also be instrumental in producing national human rights re-
ports as part of the Ministry for Human and Minority Rights and
Social Dialogue's plans.

Law and policy development processes

At the beginning of 2023, the Parliament adopted a new set
of judicial laws following the previously adopted constitutional
changes in the area of the judiciary in 2022. Additionally, the
Law on Public Information and Media and the Law on Electron-
ic Media,"*? adopted in October, usher in important improve-
ments addressing existing concerns.

The new National Youth Strategy 2023-2030 was adopted in
January 2023 as well as a budgeted Action Plan in July 2023.7%
The Strategy for Active and Healthy Aging for the period 2024-
2030 was adopted in September 2023 and will be effective as
of 1st January 2024. The Council for Monitoring the Implemen-
tation of the Anti-Discrimination Strategy for the period 2022-
2030, comprised of representatives from all relevant ministries,
independent institutions, civil society organizations (CSOs),
academia, and development partners, was established to en-
sure the participation of various societal groups and the imple-
mentation of the LNOB principle.’ The Action Plan' within
the scope of the Strategy for Improving the Status of Persons
with Disabilities, as well as the new Action Plan®® for the Ed-
ucation Development Strategy, were also adopted. The Action
Plan 2023-2025 for the Implementation of the National Strate-
gy for the Realization of the Rights of Victims and Witnesses of
Criminal Offences was adopted in August.

The Assembly of the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina ad-
opted in April 2023 the Development Plan for the Autonomous
Province of Vojvodina for the period 2023-2030, which is gen-
der-responsive, as well as the Program for the Protection of
Women from Domestic Violence, Violence in Partner Relations,
and other Forms of Gender-based Violence in the Autonomous
Province of Vojvodina from 2023-2026.

The process of implementing and localizing the LNOB Tool
continued. Over 60 representatives from local self-government
units participated in training sessions, and the LNOB Tool was
presented to the academic community and students at the Fac-
ulty of Law in Belgrade and Kragujevac.

Many laws and policy documents are in the development process
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or pending. These include but are not limited to those regulat-
ing the rights of LGBTIQ+ persons, National Development Plan,
Human Rights Strategy, Anticorruption Strategy, Strategy for
Combating Trafficking in Human Beings, Strategy on Birth Pro-
motion, Strategy on Sexual and Reproductive Health, Action
Plan for the Implementation of the Strategy for the Prevention
of and Protection from Discrimination, Action Plan for the Na-
tional Strategy for Combating Gender-Based Violence against
Women and Domestic Violence, Action Plan for the Implemen-
tation of the Gender Equality Strategy, Action Plan for the Imple-
mentation of UNSCR 1325 on the Women Peace and Security
Agenda, Action Plan for the Realization of the Rights of Nation-
al Minorities, Action Plan for the Republic Program for Mental
Health Protection for all Citizens of the Republic of Serbia; Ac-
tion Plan for the Implementation of the Strategy for Deinstitu-
tionalization and the Development of Local Services, General
protocol on proceedings and multisectoral cooperation in sit-
uations of gender-based violence and violence against women
and girls, Roadmap for Implementing Urban Safety Measures in
the Urban Planning Process, and many more.

Human Rights 75 Initiative

The whole 2023 year was marked by the commemoration of
the 75" anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR) - the Human Rights 75 Initiative’s’. The national
initiative was led by the Ministry for Human and Minority Rights
and Social Dialogue, and encompassed a set of events includ-
ing social dialogues, discussions, conferences, social media
campaigns, and more, which were implemented jointly with rel-
evant state authorities, independent institutions, UN and other
development partners, civil society, academia, communities,
and media. An important positive development and outcome
of the Human Rights 75 (HR75) initiative was the ratification
of the Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights'® regarding communication
procedures, while the ratification of the Optional Protocol to the
Convention on the Rights of a Child regarding communication
procedures is in process.

RULE OF LAW AND DEMOCRACY

Civic space (media freedoms, freedom of assembly, protests,
HRDs, CSOs)

he establishment of the Council for Stimulating the Devel-
Topment of Civil Society,’ in September 2023, is a note-

worthy move towards fostering collaboration between
the government and civil CSOs. This institutional mechanism
represents an important model for promoting structured dia-
logue, which is essential for encouraging open and construc-
tive relationships. There is a need for further support for an
enabling environment for CSOs, as verbal attacks and smear
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campaigns against such organizations remain common.'®

The tragic events in May and the perceived lack of a resolute
commitment by the state to address the cases of violence have
sparked widespread peaceful protests, generally occurring
once a week, primarily in Belgrade but occasionally in other cit-
ies as well (27 protests in total). These citizens' protests have
received strong support from opposition political parties.

Attacks on human rights defenders, activists, opposition lead-
ers, and journalists have been rising continuously, as per avail-
able databases.’®” Among those most often targeted are orga-
nizations and individuals, including investigative journalists,
working in the area of transitional justice, the green agenda,
anti-corruption, LGBTIQ+ rights, and opposition leaders in the
pre-election period. Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Partic-
ipation (SLAPP lawsuits) have been frequently documented,
often resulting in financial pressures and human overload by
those charged.

Concerns regarding freedom of expression and information
in Serbia remain significant, with no progress having been ob-
served in the investigation and prosecution of attacks on jour-
nalists and the media, which, unfortunately, continue to occur.
The ownership of media by state-owned enterprises, alongside
political and economic influence, remains a source of concern
regarding media pluralism and editorial independence.’®? Legal
reforms should be accompanied by effective implementation
of laws and political will to combat dangerous rhetoric, and that
all institutions should implement the constitutional and legal
framework upholding freedom of expression while combating
hate speech and disinformation, as well as ensure that the REM
is independent, effective, and accountable.’®

While the two media laws mentioned above'®* usher in import-
ant improvements in this area. However, strong concerns have
been raised regarding the election of new REM Council mem-
bers, the allowing of state-owned enterprises to own media,
the absence of judicial or civil control over the REM’s actions,
and the absence of provisions to limit officials’ campaigns and
prescribe criteria and methodology based on which the REM
monitors media reporting during election campaigns.’s® With
the introduction of the two new media laws, there is a potential
that the foundation has been laid for even greater control over
the flow of information.

Elections

Early Parliamentary elections were held on December 17, 2023,
concurrent with local elections in 65 local self-governments.
These were the third parliamentary elections in four years and
represent the latest in a series of consecutive elections called for
before the end of the parliament’s traditional mandate. Prepara-
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tions for the elections were taking place amid deep political and
social polarization and ongoing weekly mass protests demand-
ing social and political changes, including calls for the resignation
of senior law enforcement officials and those currently in power
in the government. In September, members of the opposition re-
quested early elections as none of their demands had been ful-
filled, and they began boycotting parliamentary sessions. In paral-
lel, opposition leaders refused to participate in the dialogue with
the Government.

According to the available reports, available at the time of writing
this report, the frequent early elections have undermined public
confidence in democratic institutions, exacerbated by a lack of po-
litical will to address necessary reforms. While fundamental free-
doms were mostly respected during the campaign, it was marred
by harsh rhetoric, media bias, pressure on public sector employees,
and misuse of public resources. Although the media complied with
legal requirements by featuring all electoral contestants, the major-
ity of national broadcasters failed to provide authentic analytical re-
porting, thereby diminishing voters' capacity to make well-informed
decisions. The election day proceeded without major disruptions;
however, it was characterized by numerous procedural shortcom-
ings. These included the uneven implementation of safeguards
during voting and counting, frequent overcrowding, compromis-
es in the secrecy of the vote, and numerous instances of group
voting. The enduring suggestion from the Office for Democratic
Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) and Venice Commission
to carry out a comprehensive audit of the voter list had not been
put into practice. The authorities attributed this to legal constraints
related to personal data privacy. The Regulatory Authority for Elec-
tronic Media (REM) maintained a passive approach during the
campaign.'®®

Based on initial data from the elections, the ruling party holds the
majority of votes at the Parliamentary level, while in the Belgrade
elections, preliminary results indicate closely contested outcomes.
The opposition announced a protest a day after the elections in
front of the Republic Election Commission, and requested the abol-
ishment of the election results in Belgrade due to the muiltiple ir-
regularities.®’

Judiciary

In the beginning of 2023, the Parliament of the Republic of Ser-
bia adopted a new set of judicial laws following the previously
adopted constitutional changes in the area of the judiciary in
2022, following the referendum in 2022.%¢ In March 2023 the
Venice Commission confirmed that the revised drafts corre-
sponded to the recommendations previously provided. In par-
ticular, the laws now indicate that court presidents should not
interfere with the adjudication process, and a general rule pro-
hibiting interference with the conduct of court proceedings in in-
dividual cases was introduced. Possibilities for the secondment
of judges are now further restricted, with evaluation criteria
mentioned in the law, while the notion of “repeated disciplinary
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offense” is now defined more precisely. The notion of “improper
influence” on the work of the courts was also further defined.

Still, some recommendations were not sufficiently addressed:
the interrelation between the procedure of dismissal in this con-
text and the corresponding disciplinary proceedings, as well as
the role of the High Prosecutorial Counci (HPC) and the High
Judicial Council (HJC) in these proceedings, remain somewhat
unclear. The Venice Commission concluded that these draft
laws were an important advance in the process of bringing the
Serbian judiciary in line with European standards.’®® The 8 judg-
es that comprise the HJC and HPC were elected by the National
Assembly in May 2023. The process of the selection of these
judges was met with strong reactions from the expert commu-
nity, many pointing out that the whole process largely remains
in the political domain, as candidates did not receive the ade-
quate majority in the Parliament (National Assembly), but rath-
er where chosen by the alternative voting of the relevant Com-
mission comprised of 5 members elected by the Parliament.’”

The formation of the High Prosecutorial Council, consisting of
representatives of public prosecutors and prominent lawyers,
in May 2023, was also met with serious criticism from the ex-
pert community.

Independent institutions

The Protector of Citizens is Serbia’s leading National Human
Rights Institution (NHRI) with “A” status. As the mandate of the
Ombudsperson expired in mid-2022, the process of appointment
of the new Ombudsman was initiated in 2023. The same Om-
budsperson was re-elected as the Ombudsman, for a period of 8
years, according to the new Law on the Protector of Citizens."”
According to the Ombudsman's Annual reports from 2022 and
2023, the number of citizens’ complaints to the institution has
seen a decline. The Ombudsman, as the national rapporteur on
human trafficking, intensified activities aimed at improving the
situation and increasing proactive action in the area of human
trafficking, including familiarizing the relevant state authorities
and organizations with the role of the Protector of Citizens as
national rapporteur in the field of human trafficking.’”?

However, there are strong concerns regarding the independence
of the Ombudsperson raised by civil society organizations, due
to the absence of prompt reactions on gross human rights vio-
lations in Serbia.

The Commissioner for the Protection of Equality continues in
an active and timely manner to respond to discrimination cas-
es. A significant number of opinions, recommendations, and
initiatives’”® have been issued in various areas including gender
inequality, discrimination against persons with disabilities, older
persons, the Roma population, LGBTIQ+ people, and children.
The Commissioner reacted to and strongly condemned hate
and neo-Nazi graffiti that appeared in Novi Sad,"”* as well as is-
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sued a recommendation of measures for free textbooks for all
children in Serbia, not only those living in the capital.’”®

Corruption

Serbia is a State party to the United Nations Convention against
Corruption and actively participates in the Second Cycle of its
Implementation Review mechanism, focusing on the prevention
of corruption and the recovery of assets. Serbia actively partic-
ipates in the implementation of the Regional lllicit Finance and
Anti-corruption Roadmap. The implementation of this Roadmap
will result in the delivery of tangible improvements to the imple-
mentation of the UN Convention against Corruption.

Since 2018, the government has failed to develop a new an-
ti-corruption strategy and has allowed problematic policies to
persist. However, a new anti-corruption strategy is currently in
development. Problematic policies include engaging in direct
negotiations over valuable infrastructure projects and withhold-
ing public contracting information from the public. Investiga-
tive journalists, whistleblowers, activists, and members of law
enforcement who have exposed potentially corrupt practices
have faced pressure from state institutions. Overall, corruption
is prevalent in many areas and remains an issue of concern.'”®
The European Commission noted that limited progress has
been made and that there is a need for strong political will to
effectively address corruption issues and for a robust criminal
justice response to high-level corruption.

Human trafficking

The Strategy for the Prevention and Suppression of Trafficking
in Human Beings (THB), Especially Women and Children, and
for the Protection of the Victims expired at the end of 2022.
The new document of public policy on combating trafficking
in human beings is currently being drafted and is expected to
be finalized in the upcoming period. This new strategic docu-
ment is expected to provide a framework for combating human
trafficking effectively. There is a need for vigorous investiga-
tion and prosecution of trafficking crimes and migrant smug-
gling crimes. It is imperative to impose appropriate penalties,
including substantial prison terms for convicted traffickers/
smugglers and complicit officials. Efforts must be increased to
proactively identify victims, especially among vulnerable groups
such as migrants, individuals engaged in commercial sex, refu-
gees, asylum-seekers, and unaccompanied children involved in
street begging. In addition, training programs for investigators,
prosecutors, judges, and other relevant stakeholders focusing
on victim-centered approaches, as well as further inter-agency,
regional, and international cooperation, should be enhanced.
Amendments to the Law on Foreigners and related laws, includ-
ing a recovery and reflection period, as well as the provision of
temporary residence permits based on humanitarian grounds
for victims of trafficking, represent steps forward. These chang-
es reflect a commitment to protecting the rights and well-being
of the most vulnerable categories in society.
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Transnational Organized Crime

Serbia is a State party to the United Nations Convention against
Transnational Organized Crime (UNTOC), which is the main
international instrument in the fight against transnational or-
ganized crime. Serbia also ratified three UNTOC Protocols
- the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in
Persons, Especially Women and Children, the Protocol against
the Smuggling of Migrants, and the Protocol against the lllicit
Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms (Firearms Proto-
col). Despite the ratification of the Protocols, limited progress
was made in the detection and prevention of migrants smug-
gling and trafficking in human beings."”” Serbia participates in
the implementation of the Roadmap for a sustainable solution
to arms control in the Western Balkans by 2024 (Small Arms
and Light Weapons (SALW) Roadmap), to which UNODC con-
tributes through multiple projects. The implementation of the
SALW Roadmap will result in harmonization of domestic crim-
inal legislation with the Firearms Protocol and will improve do-
mestic capacities to identify, prevent, prosecute, and adjudicate
the illegal possession, misuse, and trafficking of firearms, am-
munition, and explosives.

Transitional justice

Serbia has consistently demonstrated a relatively active approach
to truth-finding initiatives, particularly concerning the fate of
missing persons and the pursuit of justice. However, progress in
this area is dependent on the collaborative efforts of neighboring
countries. Reparations remain a sensitive topic that requires fur-
ther attention and effort, along with the important aspects of me-
morialization and the establishment of guarantees to prevent the
recurrence of past atrocities. The law that recognizes the status
of missing persons and their families in compliance with interna-
tional standards is missing. There is a need for the allocation of
sufficient resources for and the acceleration of the search for and
identification of missing persons, as well as urgent, unrestricted,
and continued access to all information and archives available,
the acceleration of the prosecution and adjudication of war crime
cases at all levels of hierarchy and effective and comprehensive
witness protection services, as well as the acceleration of the pro-
cessing of reparation claims, among other appeals.’”

LNOB

he Leave No One Behind principle represents an un-
Tequivocal commitment to eradicate poverty in all its

forms, end discrimination and exclusion, and ensure that
development, policies, or initiatives benefit all individuals and
groups, particularly those who are the most excluded and dis-
criminated against. The Republic of Serbia is the first country
to have developed a tool that operationalizes this principle and
provides clear guidelines to decision-makers and other rele-
vant actors for its application in the processes of proposing,
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adopting, implementing, monitoring, and evaluating legal and
policy documents at all levels. The implementation of the LNOB
Tool in law and policy development processes is ongoing.

Women

Measures taken and progress achieved by Serbia in the norma-
tive area and positive steps taken to collect additional data on
domestic violence and the relationship between the victim and
the perpetrator, as well as the improvements in statistics on
VAWG (Violence Against Women and Girls), are welcomed.'”®
The independent monitoring and evaluation of policies and
measures to prevent and combat VAWG, to identify and ex-
pand the human and financial resources to prevent and com-
bat VAWG, to provide stable and sustainable funding levels for
women’s NGOs, to collect disaggregated data, to set up rape
crisis and/or sexual violence referral centers, to ensure the
safety of children witnesses, to amend the definition of rape
and sexual violence, is still needed.’® Significant efforts have
been made to adopt laws and policies in the field of gender
equality, yet the progress is very slow and there is a high preva-
lence of all forms of violence against women, including the oc-
currence of verbal violence in the National Assembly.’® There
is a need for a more comprehensive response to all forms of vi-
olence and to end misogynistic and discriminatory statements
against women, which are often made by political and religious
representatives’® and further perpetuated by tabloids. There is
a need to double the efforts to improve access to support and
protection services for women with disabilities and Roma and
migrant women and to strengthen the fight against discrimina-
tion and prejudice.'®®

In April 2023, the Government of the Republic of Serbia formed
the Council for Gender Equality, as an expert advisory body to
serve for four years, led by the Ministry of Labour, Employment,
and Social Policy. There council is comprised of 19 Council
Members, including representatives of various ministries, the
Office for European Integration National Employment Service,
the Republic Institute of Statistics, academia, and civil society.

The establishment of Femicide Watch in Serbia is in develop-
ment and is prescribed by the Strategy for Preventing and Com-
bating Gender-based Violence against Women and Domestic
Violence for the period 2021-2025. A coalition of over 15 CSOs
supporting the establishment of Femicide Watch was formed,
and civil society developed a methodology for Femicide Watch,
which was followed by an interactive femicide map for Serbia,
Montenegro, and Albania.’® In February, a protest #NotOne-
More was organized demanding a state response for the pre-
vention of femicide. In 2023, 29 women were killed in the family
and/or intimate-partner relationships context. Killers in these
contexts were the victims’ former or then-current partners and/
or husbands, sons, fathers, or other family members. Accord-
ing to available data, every year in Serbia approximately 30
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women are killed, and the available research shows that almost
every femicide could have been prevented.’® In many cases, a
lack of timely and effective reaction by the system's institutions
to reports of violence has been documented, as has the inade-
quacy of their attempts to reduce the danger and their failure to
consider the risk to the victim's safety. A campaign #WholsNext
was launched and "Stop femicide" flags were raised on March 3
on the buildings of the Protector of Citizens, the Commissioner
for the Protection of Equality, and the Human Rights House and
in front of the United Nations headquarters in Belgrade to show
the public and decision-makers the determination and commit-
ment of women's organizations to form an independent body to
fight femicide. 8¢

Regarding gender-sensitive language (GSL), 2023 saw a strong
backlash from the Serbian Orthodox Church, Matica Srpska,
and the Serbian Academy of Arts and Science (SANU), to which
the Commissioner for Equality responded immediately.’® The
main opponents to the use of GSL are currently the Serbian
Academy of Arts (its Body for Language Standardization) and
Science and Matica Srpska, the oldest Serbian literary, cultural,
and scientific institution. GSL is seen by them as a serious form
of violence against Serbian language and its literary-linguistic
norms."® The Orthodox Church has expressed that it sees Law
on Gender Equality as “forced implementation of the so-called
gender ideology and policy”.’® Accordingly, an initiative for the
evaluation of the constitutionality of the articles on GSL was
submitted.™?

Notable efforts are ongoing to increase awareness of women's
rights to inheritance. In partnership with the Women’s CSOs, a
campaign on women'’s rights to inheritance and property own-
ership and a theatre play entitled ‘How big is my share (Koliki
je moj deo)?’ were implemented and reached two million indi-
viduals.” The Cadastre of the Republic of Serbia keeps track
of gender-disaggregated data, while cooperation with public
notaries has been established through the development of an
informative brochure on inheritance rights.

The regional cooperation of women in the police sector has
increased. A Declaration was signed at a Regional Conference
of Women Police Networks in October 2023 on the mutual
cooperation and improvement of the position of women and
networks of women in the police from the region, including
the nations of Albania, Bosnia, Montenegro, North Macedonia,
Serbia, Slovenia, and Bulgaria and the SEPCA South East Europe
Police Chiefs Association."?

Children

In May 2023, in the span of 24 hours, two mass shootings
occurred in the Republic of Serbia, resulting in the loss of 18
lives - of whom 10 were children, 7 young adults aged 18 to 25,
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and one adult school security staff. The first horrifying incident
took place at the elementary school Vladislav Ribnikar in Bel-
grade, where 9 children and 1 adult lost their lives from firearms
brought to school by a 13-year-old student at the same school.
This was an unprecedented incident in Serbia but also in the
region, and has left the system, society, and the schools at a loss
for how to best provide support to children and young people,
as well as parents and teachers. The second incident occurred
just one day after the first near a school in the town of Mlade-
novac, 30 km south of Belgrade, with 8 people killed (including
one child) and 14 adolescents and youth injured.

The Government of Serbia introduced and implemented mea-
sures that address the consequences of these violent incidents.
Intersectoral Working Groups for Youth Mental Health for cri-
sis intervention and security and a Council for the Prevention
of Peer Violence were established to achieve better results
and to adequately respond to the crisis. The newly established
working groups should strengthen prevention efforts to combat
violence among and against children and create safe environ-
ments for children, as well as address mental health issues in
children and youth. Psychoeducational material was developed
and distributed to all affected schools in the first days following
the tragedy and then shared with all schools across Serbia.®®
Also, recommendations to the media for reporting about mass
shootings were developed and disseminated, as was a clear
communication strategy targeting the media, focusing on key
messages of support for institutions, affected families, and pro-
fessionals dealing with tragedies. In this context, the lowering
of the minimum age of criminal responsibility below 14 is dis-
couraged, as has been supported by strong advocacy from the
civil society and expert community, including the Committee on
the Rights of the Child, due to children's developmental stage
and their limited understanding of their actions. Correspond-
ingly, through successful advocacy, it has been concluded that
lowering this age will not decrease juvenile detention, but rather
the focus should be on early support and intervention programs
for children.

One of the immediate actions taken by the Government of Serbia
was focused on efforts to tackle the excessive number of guns
in the possession of citizens, as well as the number of granted
licenses for citizens to hold and/or use weapons, both of which
serve as cautionary reminders of the established impact of guns
and munition possession and the number of criminal offenses
committed with firearms that result in lethal consequences. The
Ministry of Interior launched a public awareness campaign for
voluntary weapon surrender, which began on May 8 and was
extended until June 30. As a result of this very successful ini-
tiative, promoted through various media channels and outreach
methods, including videos, billboards, social media, and flyers,
citizens surrendered a significant number of firearms, amount-
ing to 82,398 pieces, along with 4,243,139 pieces of ammunition
and 26,485 explosive devices, by June 28, 2023.7%*

Draft amendments to the law governing the protection of

198 UNICEF 2023d; UNICEF 2023c; Ministry of Health of the Republic of Serbia
2023.

194 See South Eastern and Eastern Europe Clearinghouse for the Control of Small
Arms and Light Weapons (SEESAC).

persons with mental disabilities were prepared to introduce
extremely restrictive measures for the involuntary placement of
children below the age of criminal responsibility in psychiatric
institutions, in regard to cases in which a child is suspected of
having committed a severe criminal offence, however, these
were not adopted in 2023.

National Minorities

According to the 2022 Census published in 2023, there are 21
national minorities in the Republic of Serbia, with the largest
groups being Hungarians, Bosniaks, and Roma.’®® The legal
framework for respecting and protecting the rights of minori-
ties in the Republic of Serbia is largely established. Their status
is regulated by the relevant ratified international and regional
treaties, including the Council of Europe Framework Conven-
tion on National Minorities,"® and the Constitution of the Re-
public of Serbia,’” as well as by the Law on the Protection of
the Rights and Freedoms of National Minorities,’®® the Law on
National Councils of National Minorities,’®® and the Law on the
Official Use of Languages and Scripts.?®® A new Action Plan for
the Realization of the Rights of National Minorities is in its final
phase. The Ministry for Human and Minority Rights and Social
Dialogue increased funding for National Minority Councils by
17% compared to the previous year.?’ In accordance with the
amended Law on Civil Servants,??? preparations were complet-
ed to establish a register of public employees, including the
voluntary option to declare national affiliation for statistical
purposes. Nevertheless, the national statistical office and pro-
fessional organizations continue to not collect ethnically disag-
gregated data. Concerns regarding hate speech and discrimi-
natory terminology against members of the Albanian national
minority have been reported, as have issues pertaining to the
minority’s residence status in southern Serbia and the ‘passiv-
ation’ of addresses.?® An action plan aimed at improving the
representation of Albanians in institutions had been prepared
but has yet to be adopted.

Roma

The Roma continue to be the most excluded group in Serbia,
facing challenges in almost every facet of inclusion, encom-
passing housing, employment, social protection, education,
and healthcare services.?®* The most impoverished Roma
communities living in substandard settlements lack access
to basic infrastructure and essentials such as electricity, safe
water, and sanitation, resulting in persistently high levels of
poverty.2%
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Social housing provisions are limited for the Roma, and benefi-
ciaries of social housing face an additional financial burden in
the form of property taxes, even though the property in question
in such cases does not represent their private ownership.2%

The revised Roma Inclusion Strategy for the period 2020-2030,
accompanied by a corresponding Action Plan, was adopted
and covers five priority areas. However, the coordination be-
tween national and local authorities, as well as Roma-sensitive
budgeting, still requires strengthening. Job descriptions for
local Roma coordinators, pedagogical assistants, and health
mediators have yet to be standardized and incorporated as an
integral part of local self-government services, along with addi-
tional financial support.

Only 7% of Roma children up to 5 years of age attend preschool,
compared with 61% in the general population. Further efforts
are needed to achieve equitable preschool education for the
most disadvantaged children by strengthening governance
and expanding the scope and quality of infrastructure and ser-
vices. The EU suggests that in the coming year, Serbia should
“increase participation in early childhood education and care,
in particular of children from disadvantaged backgrounds.””

Persons at risk of statelessness

Some 1,900 persons, mainly belonging to the Roma national
minority, still face problems with personal documents, includ-
ing birth registration, and are therefore considered at risk of
statelessness.?® Internally displaced Roma represent one of
the most vulnerable groups in society and face problems in ac-
cessing socio-economic rights due to the practice of the reg-
istration of their permanent residence being not harmonized.
Persons falling into this group mostly live in deplorable condi-
tions in informal settlements lacking basic infrastructure. The
Serbian authorities have intensified efforts to eradicate state-
lessness, including through cooperation with the UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and civil society and by work-
ing towards the fulfillment of the #|BELONG campaign goal to
eradicate statelessness globally by 2024.

Asylum and integration of refugees

Since the formal establishment of the asylum system in Ser-
bia in 2008, 244 persons have been granted international pro-
tection.?®® In 2023, 8 persons received asylum and subsidiary
protection in Serbia. Further investments for improvements in
the asylum system, including increasing the presence of the
Asylum Office in the relevant centers, and enhanced integration
prospects are needed and will contribute to reduced onward
movement from Serbia. Recent legislative changes are positive
developments as they foster integration and durable solutions.
In July 2023, the Government amended the Law on Foreigners
and the Law on the Employment of Foreigners,?'° thus ensuring
access to permanent residence for persons benefitting from
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international protection in Serbia. The amendments also will en-
able asylum-seekers to acquire an automatic right to work after
six months, following their application for asylum (instead of
the nine months previously applicable). Issuance of universal-
ly acceptable refugee IDs and travel documents, which would
provide increased freedom of movement, is still pending, and
remains a gap in refugee protection in Serbia. The number of
Ukrainian refugees under temporary protection in Serbia had
reached 943 by mid-November 2023.

Mixed movement of refugees and migrants

In 2023, the high number of arrivals has continued, with 92,566
persons documented by the end of October 2023.2"" The trend
of increased mobility of refugees and migrants has continued,
but at the same time changes in the characteristics of mixed
migration flows have been documented, which are reflected in
changes in the direction of movement, nationality structures,
and shorter stays in reception centers, implying an increased
number of border crossing attempts and a greater presence of
persons outside the official centers, which has been particu-
larly true in Serbia in the northern part of the country.?'2 These
crossings present an especially worrying trend, especially for
families and unaccompanied children staying outside of the of-
ficial centers, as the protection risks related to various forms of
violence and abuse increase exponentially in this setting.

According to gender and age disaggregated data, this pop-
ulation is predominantly characterized by men who travel
alone, with women often travelling as family members, with
an extremely low percentage of single women. The number of
families among the migrant population has been reported as
low, though there has been an increasing occurrence of unac-
companied children. Unaccompanied and separated children
(UASC) are particularly vulnerable to the risks of family sepa-
ration, sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV), and exploita-
tion and abuse.

As a result of the delay of funding during 2023, the activity of
the Ministry of Labor, Employment, Veterans, and Social Affairs
(MoLEVSA) in this context decreased, yet the ministry still
managed to maintain the basic provision of social protection
services for unaccompanied and separated migrant children
(UASC) and other vulnerable beneficiaries. A limited number
of specialized staff, transport, and other technical support
was available for social protection institutions in targeted
locations with the most pressing needs. Therefore, assistance
for 3,470 vulnerable beneficiaries (3,399 male and 71 female)
was ensured, out of which 1,980 were UASC (1,973 male and
7 female). In total, 1,870 children were appointed a guardian.
At the same time, community-based protection services and
livelihood programs for UASC and victims of human trafficking
(VoT) have been ongoing through partnerships with specialized
CSO0's. For UASC in particular, the main challenges are related
to sustainable access to child protection services, appropriate
alternative care solutions in line with applicable standards,
and adequate data collection and management practices for
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evidence-based policy adjustments.

In the area of border management, there is a need for further
strengthening to facilitate regular migration and to success-
fully detect and suppress cross-border crime. One of the main
challenges in this area is the lack of systematic identification
and registration. Comprehensive return management is still
missing in Serbia. Non-voluntary returns are sporadic and
ad-hoc. In 2023, an initiative to establish an electronic Case
Management System for readmission, known as eRCMS, was
launched with a comprehensive analysis of the existing work-
flow, IT strategies, infrastructure, and legal and technical pre-
requisites necessary for integrating the eRCMS system into
the current IT infrastructure.

Homeless people

Official data on people experiencing homelessness in Serbia is
not precise as the latest data dates back to the 2011 Popu-
lation Census.?'® Estimates from organizations working in the
field and providing assistance and support to this population
suggest that the number is high and continuously increasing.?'*
However, an informal network of organizations for combating
homelessness has been established, and its formalization is
planned for the coming year.?'® During the 2022 census, an
opportunity to determine the number of people experiencing
homelessness was once again missed, as primary homeless
individuals were only counted through the responsible social
institution, not at the places where they typically stay (on the
streets, in parks, alternative accommodations, etc.). As aresult,
they remain virtually invisible in the system.

Aiming to identify key problems and challenges and raise pub-
lic awareness about the issue of homelessness in the Republic
of Serbia, the Ministry created the Working Group on Home-
lessness, which comprises representatives from relevant min-
istries, public institutions, international organizations, CSOs, in-
dependent institutions, and academia. The Ministry organized
four social dialogues and several working group meetings on
this topic, with a particular focus on access to personal docu-
ments, basic services, collecting relevant data, improving the
legal framework, and implementing regulations at all levels.?'®

Youth

The new National Youth Strategy 2023-2030 was adopted in
January 2023, while in July 2023 a budgeted Action Plan for the
first three years of its implementation was passed. The newly
adopted Strategy presents a comprehensive policy document
to increase the overall well-being of young people in the Repub-
lic of Serbia. The Strategy was adopted after a wide participatory
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process with all relevant stakeholders taking part in the con-
sultations. In addition, the Ministry of Tourism and Youth con-
tinued the development of the Youth Well-being Index as a tool
that will monitor the progress in the implementation of youth
policies at the national and local levels. At the EU level, there
are other indexes that are monitored, e.g., the Youth Progress
Index, according to which Serbia improved its rank the most
among countries in Europe from 2011 to 2022 (Rank increased
from 47th to 429).2"7

LGBTIQ+ people

The Republic of Serbia has made important progress in pro-
tecting the human rights of LGBTIQ+ people, but data shows
that LGBTIQ+ people are still among the most marginalized
groups in the country. The Same-Sex Unions Law remains in
draft form without any progress or indication of further action,
depriving LGBTIQ+ individuals of their human rights associat-
ed with these unions, such as access to insurance, inheritance,
bank credits, and the ability to establish and enjoy private and
family life. The current level of discrimination and lack of ac-
ceptance towards LGBTIQ+ individuals signal a regression in
the advancement of rights and freedoms achieved in previous
periods.

On a positive note, the Belgrade Pride March, held on Septem-
ber 9t without any major incidents, boasted the highest atten-
dance to date. Belgrade Pride Week?'® included a large number
of events, exhibitions, conferences, and discussions, including
the Human Rights Conference focusing on the theme of “Legal
protection for transgender, intersex, and gender-diverse indi-
viduals.” In addition, the recently established Antidiscrimina-
tion Council has announced the development of a new Law on
Gender Identity, which has been eagerly anticipated and holds
potential for progress in this area. The available data?® shows
that the percentage of unemployment was significantly higher
among LGBTIQ+ people (17.5 percent) than the general popu-
lation (7.2 percent), particularly among LGBTIQ+ people who
have experienced higher levels of workplace discrimination and
stigma. Greater efforts are required to more consistently and
efficiently implement regulations that specifically prevent hate
speech and hate crimes against LGBTIQ+ people.

Persons with disabilities

The Serbian Government has approved an Action Plan for the
period 2023-20242%° within the scope of the implementation of
the Strategy for the Improvement of the Position of Persons
with Disabilities in the Republic of Serbia. The Action Plan is
structured around one general and three specific goals, aimed
at achieving equal opportunities for persons with disabilities
to enjoy civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights,
with respect for their dignity and autonomy, and ensuring
independence, freedom of choice, and effective participation

217" European Youth Forum 2023a.

218 Belgrade Pride 2024.

219 World Bank 2023c.

220 Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veteran and Social Policy of the Republic
of Serbia 2023a.

IN]


https://adra.org.rs/who-are-we/?lang=en
https://prajd.rs/en/home/

in all areas of social life. The Plan will enable follow-up on
achieved results, with high-quality reporting and timely review
of objectives and identified measures for better planning in the
future.

The 2022 annual report by the Commissioner for the Protec-
tion of Equality revealed widespread discrimination based on
disability, with most complaints related to public service ac-
cess. The Protector of Citizens reviewed 115 cases in 2022
and uncovered 150 rights violations related to employment,
service accessibility, and discrimination. The majority of pub-
lic buildings in Serbia are inaccessible, including branches of
the Republic Fund for Pension and Disability Insurance, health
institutions, and social protection institutions. Accessibility in
public transport is an ongoing issue, with discrimination and
unequal treatment of people with disabilities at airports and
in public spaces. The Law on the Prevention of Discrimination
against Persons with Disabilities addresses discrimination in
transportation, but there are still issues with specialized van
transport and audio announcement devices in Belgrade's pub-
lic transport systems. Disability assessment in Serbia should
focus on a person's requirements, not just their impairment.
Assessment should be individualized and tailored to address
specific activities and barriers to inclusion in the community.
Six disability assessment systems are currently used in Ser-
bia: work capacity assessment, body impairment assessment,
need for assistance and care by another person, additional ed-
ucation, health and social support, and medical-technical aids
assessment. Serbia has a systemic issue in its lack of a uni-
versal definition of disability across various sectors. Regarding
children in this context, Serbia also lacks both a fundamental
definition of what constitutes a child with a disability and one
that would be applicable across all sectors and policies rel-
evant to children (with disabilities), which creates significant
problems for some children and families in accessing bene-
fits and services. Women and girls in institutions are exposed
to specific forms of gender-based violence, including forced
abortions, sterilization, and sexual abuse.??’ There has been a
delay in the establishment of a fully operational independent
national monitoring mechanism within the Ombudsman Insti-
tution in line with the convention on the rights of Persons with
Disabilities (CRPD) Article 33 and the Law on the Protector of
Citizens.

Older persons

The Strategy for Active and Healthy Aging 2024-2030 was
adopted by the Government of the Republic of Serbia in Sep-
tember 2023 and will be effective as of 1st January 2024. The
Strategy puts more focus on active and healthy aging, enabling
older persons to be respected and involved as a resource in
their community, considering the significant change in the age
structure in Serbia. The Strategy is also based on changing the
awareness of the general population towards older persons
and of prejudice related to them. By the end of 2023, the Minis-
try of Family Welfare and Demography expects to develop and
adopt an Action Plan for the implementation of the Strategy.

221 UNPRPD, UNCT Serbia, 2023.






TABLE 1 Multidimensional risk analysis

SDG  RISK AREAS DESCRIPTION SCOPE LIKELIHOOD IMPACT EARLY WARNING SIGNS
ALL  Political Risks of heightened  Heightened tensions among High High
environment regional tensions regional partners
based on
unresolved conflict High High Public statements in country
legacies and the Continuation of inflammatory and region, tolerance towards
deteriorating narratives in the political space public depiction glorifying war
regional legacies
geopolitical
situation Prolonged EU accession pro- High High Reported lack of progress
cess under chapters 23 and 24
ALL Governance and Risks to institutions  Limited capacity for compre- Medium High
institutional that would hinder hensive risk management
capacity the full realisation . . o
of inclusive, Limited commitment to fully LRI Hld lelFed !mpact. of .
gender-responsive  prace accountability and public discussions .W.'th
development transparency frameworks stalfeholders it vl
society
Centralised political system High Medium
that could impede localisation
of development initiatives
Limited capacity for inclusive Medium High Adoption of policies in
evidence-based policymaking urgent procedures
Capacity gaps to respond to Medium High Indicators reporting lack of
reform needs and reformative action in rule
resistance to change of law
10, Justice and rule Risks to the fair, Political influence on the ap- Medium/High High Reported risks to
16, of law effective and pointment and independent independence and
17 comprehensive action of the judicial system effectiveness of the judiciary
implementation of
the principles of ) ) Medium/High High Threats reported against
justice, rule of law :m'plementatu')n' gap of legis- groups of rights-holders
o ation and policies on human
and accountability - .
. rights issues
to issues
10, Democratic Risks to democratic ~ Limited space for civil society Medium-High Medium-High Reported threats to HRDs
16, space / and human rights and human rights and low impact of their
17 civil society institutions, andto  Defenders unable to exercise participation in public
voice and civil and political mandate processes
participation rights resulting . . .
from shrinking civic Medium-High High Repeated reported threats
space, exclusion, Obstruction of media and civic towards journalists and
repression, actors reported lack of media
and intimidation pluralism
Limited inclusion of young Medium High
people, women and other
groups in social and political
life
Mechanisms of engagement Medium Medium

between citizens and the
State are not effective leading
to disenfranchisement and
degradation of public trust




SDG RISK AREAS DESCRIPTION SCOPE LIKELIHOOD IMPACT EARLY WARNING SIGNS
1, Social cohesion, Risks to High entry barriers to the High High
4, gender equality social unity labour market and inequalities
5, and non- and equality in access
8 discrimination resulting
1'0 from direct Rural-urban divide High High
”' and indirect
discrimination, Intergenerational gap Medium High
horizontal
inequalities and Insufficient attention to informal Medium Medium Position of informal workers
demographic sector and care work during COVID-19 outbreak;
trends reported cases of labour force
abuse under foreign invest-
ments
Gender-based violence and Medium- High
discrimination High
Insufficient attention to social Medium- High
capital, education and skills High
development for vulnerable
groups
3 Public health Risks to the Prevention and response to new Medium High Prevalence of new variants on
6, population, COVID-19 waves total new cases of COVID-19
7, economy and
1 LNOB priorities, Public resistance to vaccinations ~ High High Low percentage of fully
12' resulting from vaccinated on total population
1 6’ actual and
’ emerginghealth Increase in preventable or Medium Medium Percentage of people living
17 emergencies treatable health issues with obesity or overweight,
tobacco use
Limited dual track capacities Medium Medium Long waiting lists for elective
during emergencies care
Air pollution and other pollut- High High PMA concentration in the air
ants affect public health, includ- of major urban centres
ing smoking
1, Economic Risks to economic Supply chain constraints limit Medium Medium Container shortages
2, stability and growth and ' Serbia’s export capacity Increased prices of
8, growth stability, resulting international transport
9 from structural ) ) .
1'0 e EEaies ane Hoarding/panic buying
! the impact of the L ) . ) ) .
11, COVID-19 pandemic Deterioration of international Low Medium High Government/private debt
13, and the Russian ﬂpancigl markets leading to in major world economies
16 military intervention higher interest rates Trends in housing prices and
in Ukraine mortgage debt
Increasing inflation
Consumer-led growth
Protectionist policies by Low Low Trade tensions on international
partners constrain exports-led markets leading to retaliatory
growth tariffs
Limited development of the Medium High Risk aversion of Serbia’s banks
financial sector makes firms High s mera
unable to access funds capitalisation of the stock
needed for the transformation TEG
to a low carbon economy
Limited access to global Medium Low Further delays in the WTO

markets; Open Balkan
initiative/ Common Regional
Market not fully embraced

accession

Trade facilitation/behind the
border barriers not addressed
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SDG RISK AREAS DESCRIPTION SCOPE LIKELIHOOD IMPACT EARLY WARNING SIGNS
6, Environment Risks to the Lack of vision and commitment High High Civil society not meaningfully
7, and climate ecology of the to implementing structural involved in the development of
11, change territory,its reforms needed to boost low policies and regulations
12, ecosystem and its ~ carbon growth . .
13, people resulting Lacking ambition for reform
15 from issues efforts
associated with . " . . .
the environment, !.lmlted capacities and skills to M.edlum- High
e and implement the green agenda High
natural resources
Insufficient & ineffective Medium- High
coordination of all development High
efforts
Unsustainable production/ High High Infrastructure projects not
consumption patterns, including completed on time
in agriculture and forestry ) -
Environmental policies not
enforced
Environmental incentives not
incorporated into COVID-19
stimulus packages
Increased frequency of extreme High High Infrastructure not resilient to
weather events and resulting climate change impacts
natural hazards (e.g. river floods, .
droughts, landslides, fires, etc.) Low percentage of irrigated land
3, Population Risks from Outmigration affecting national Medium/ High Surveys show that a growing
8, decline and depopulation to and local capacities for High percentage of the population has
16, rapid ageing of environmental development plans to emigrate or an intention to
17 the population and societal emigrate
sustainability
Future influx of migrants/ Medium Low Increasing anti-refugee/migrant

refugees not integrated
effectively in the labour market

sentiments
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in Balkan regional cooperation initiatives, within the con-

straints of: (i) competing geo-political interest since the
onset of the war in Ukraine; and (ii) the challenges of state-build-
ing given several still-unresolved internal disputes.

Overall, Serbia has continued to be an active participant

Serbia’s relations with Croatia have mutually improved in the
sphere of trade relations, but historical enmities continue to be
exploited politically by both sides. Relations with Albania have
steadily strengthened, both politically and economically, but
are also sometimes negatively affected by Belgrade-Pristina
tension. There is international optimism this year that, follow-
ing a protracted period of government formation in Podgorica,
the new authorities there have prioritized increased cooperation
with Belgrade. Relations with Skopje remain strategically close
on most matters.

Serbia, along with the other larger economies in the region, is
making slow but steady progress in becoming competitive in
segments of the European market, with increases in FDI due to
favorable geography, a relatively educated and skilled labour
force, and substantially lower wage costs than in neighboring
EU member states. FDI has been a cornerstone of the country’s
economic model in recent years, and remained solid in H1 2023,
growing by around 20% in real terms year on year, reaching 6.3%
of GDP. In the first quarter, 63% of inflows came from EU coun-
tries — almost double the share of the year before; at the same
time, investment from China amounted to 15% of total inflows
- around half its share in 2022. Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)
from the Western Balkans remains a small fraction of total FDI
in Serbia.??

Serbia participates in most major regional inter-governmental
cooperation initiatives, also including the Central European Free
Trade Agreement (CEFTA), the Transport Community Treaty,
and the Energy Community Treaty, among others. It also partici-
pates in EU-promoted initiatives within the “Berlin Process” and
is a continuous promoter of the Open Balkans initiative. All are
aimed at the goal of a Common Regional Market, which has re-
cently received renewed emphasis, and resource commitments,
by the Council of the European Union. Serbia cooperates exten-
sively with Eurojust, Interpol, and Europol. Additionally, Serbia
has been active in the European Political Community, a new or-
ganization which includes both EU member states and non-EU
countries in various stages of EU accession, or with aspirations
of joining the EU, and which aims at enhancing cooperation and
fostering a more cohesive approach to common challenges.

Serbia, as part of the Western Balkans, is involved in the Europe-
an Police Committee which, through biannual summits, offers
an opportunity for leaders to discuss and coordinate on key is-
sues, ranging from peace and security to economic and environ-
mental challenges.

The economic and political consequences of war in Ukraine
have exposed the region to rapidly evolving economic and po-
litical pressures, and, despite some examples of coordination,
most of the responses remain ad hoc. Regional cooperation on
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gender equality and women’s empowerment continues to make
headway via active initiatives promoting gender-responsive gov-
ernance in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia,
and Serbia, as well as those combatting gender-based violence.
Efforts recognizing women’s potential for transformation at
leadership level are UN priorities for the region.






n 2023, the strides forward have juxtaposed with setbacks.

Challenges are shaped not just by internal dynamics, but also

shifting regional dynamics and a complex geopolitical global
landscape and necessitate comprehensive approaches that are
embedded in multilateral agendas

Looking forward into 2024, Serbia’s focus should remain on ac-
celerating the pace of reforms in key areas defined by the EU
acquis and the wider Agenda 2030, implementing the commit-
ments of the green transition, consolidating the transformation
of the education sector, and ensuring that both the digitalisation
efforts and the fight against climate change and environmental
degradation do not augment inequalities. Instead, the principles
and guidance articulated in previous years in the just transition
strategy and through the leave no one behind tool should be
brought to the forefront of state and local actions. Equally im-
portant will be to strengthen the education sector and sustain
educational performances that were documented in the 2022
census.

As the country embarks in the planning and preparations for
Expo27 in Belgrade, with an estimated investment of Euro12bil-
lions, the focus on infrastructure development will expand, and
should be guided by principles of efficiency, resilience and good
governance. This will be an opportunity for Belgrade to join
lead cities in Europe in their aspirations towards a low carbon
intensive model, greater sustainability and more wellbeing for
its people.

Serbia’s re-commitment the six pivotal SDG transitions will be
the backbone of UN’s efforts in 2024 and beyond. The priority
of the UN in Serbia remains supporting inclusive growth. We will
continue to advocate for policies that not only drive econom-
ic prosperity but also ensure equitable distribution of benefits,
safeguarding the rights and well-being of all and leaving no one
behind. This approach is vital in addressing the deep-rooted is-
sues of inequality and social exclusion, particularly of the Roma
community, and increasingly of elderly people. The fundamental
topic of violence within the society, affecting children and wom-
en, needs to be addressed through the full implementation of
the laws. This means more efficient judiciary response, as well
as more comprehensive prevention strategies and a greater at-
tention to mental health, educational environment, hate speech,
and curbing the influence of media in promoting violence.

Environmental sustainability is a critical area for Serbia’s future:
air pollution still claims far too many lives, and a just energy
transition plan, which prioritizes the concerns of mining com-
munities and energy-poor citizens, is an urgent priority. The re-
newed emphasis on preserving biodiversity and the sustainable
use of natural resources - also underpinned by Serbia’s commit-
ments as Chair of the Carpathian Convention - must now take
centre stage. Our analysis underscores the need for transparent,
accountable, and participative governance systems in fostering
trust among citizens and creating a conducive environment
for sustainable development. Serbia has made critical advanc-
es in the digitalization of government services, and we will be
supporting authorities in making these services user centric to
ensure universal accessibility as a prerequisite for the involve-
ment of all citizens across all areas of public life. Finally, we are
encouraged by the increased understanding of the interdepend-
ence of all SDGs. For example, by signing both the Budapest
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Declaration and the UAE Declaration on Climate and Health,
Serbia has shown that it is ready to mobilize its resources for
a development that is grounded in human well-being. The UN's
expertise, resources, and global perspective remain crucial to
support Serbia in transitioning towards a new growth paradigm,
with a focus on collaborative efforts, knowledge sharing, and
capacity building and in broad cooperation with all development
partners.
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ACRONYMS

AFD

AIDS
ALMPs
BIE

CAP
CBD
CCA
CEFTA
Co2
cop
COP15

COP28

COP7

COVID
CRPD
CSO
CSW
CVDs
DRR
EPS
eRCMS
ESD
EU
EU-27
EUR
Expo
FAO
FDI
GDP
GHG
GNI
GSL
HepB3
HIV
HJC
HPC
HPV
HR75
HRDs
HRMs
ICCS
ICILS
ICT

Agence Frangaise de Développement (French Development
Agency)

Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome
Active Labour Market Policies

Bureau International des Expositions (International Bureau of
Exhibitions)

Common Agricultural Policy
Convention on Biological Diversity
Common Country Analysis

Central European Free Trade Agreement
Carbon Dioxide

Conference of the Parties

UN Biodiversity Conference in Montreal, Canada, 7-19 Decem
ber 2022

UN Climate Change Conference in Dubai, United Arab Emir
ates, 30 November - 12 December 2023

Seventh Meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the
Framework Convention on the Protection and Sustainable De
velopment of the Carpathians

Coronavirus Disease

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Civil Society Organization

Centers for Social Work

Cardiovascular Diseases

Disaster Risk Reduction

Enterprises SOEs Elektroprivreda Srbije

electronic Case Management System

Education for Sustainable Development

European Union

The 27 member countries of the EU

Euro (Currency)

Large international exhibition

Food and Agriculture Organization

Foreign Direct Investment

Gross Domestic Product

Greenhouse Gases

Gross National Income

Gender-Sensitive Language

Hepatitis B

Human Immunodeficiency Virus

High Judicial Council

High Prosecutorial Council

Human Papillomavirus

Human Rights 75 Initiative

Human Rights Defenders

Human Rights Mechanisms

International Civic and Citizenship Education Study
International Computer and Information Literacy Study
Information and Communication Technology

IDs
IMF
IMWG
IPHS
IT

ITU
LGBTIQ
LNOB:
LSGs
MEI
MICS
MMR

Identification Documents

International Monetary Fund
Inter-Ministerial Working Group
Institute of Public Health Serbia
Information Technology

International Telecommunication Union
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex, and Queer
Leave No One Behind

Local Self-Governments

Ministry of European Integration
Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys
Measles Mumps and Rubella

MoLEVSA Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veteran, and Social Affairs

MoU
MW
NbS
NCDs
NECP
NGOs
NHRI
NMRF

NRTD
ODIHR
OECD
OHCHR
PAs
PIRLS
PISA
PM

RC
REM
RSD
SAA
SALW
SANU
SDG
SDSN
SEPCA
SEESAC

SGBV
SLAPP
SMEs
SOEs
SORS
STI
TALIS

ACRONYMS

Memorandum of Understanding
Megawatt

Nature-Based Solutions
Noncommunicable Diseases
National Energy and Climate Plan
Non-Governmental Organizations
National Human Rights Institution

National Mechanisms for Reporting and Follow up to UN
Human Rights Mechanisms

National Recommendations Tracking Database
Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
Protected Areas

Progress in International Reading Literacy Study
Programme for International Student Assessment
Particulate Matter

Resident Coordinator

Regulatory Authority for Electronic Media

Serbian Dinar

Stabilisation and Association Agreement

Small Arms and Light Weapons

Srpska, and the Serbian Academy of Arts and Science
Sustainable Development Goal

Sustainable Development Solutions Network
Southeast Europe Police Chiefs Association

South Eastern and Eastern Europe Clearinghouse for the
Control of Small Arms and Light Weapons

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence

Strategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation
Small and Medium Enterprises

State-Owned Enterprises

Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia
Science, Technology, and Innovation
Teaching and Learning International Survey
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TB
THB
TIMSS
UAE
UASC
UDHR
UHC
UN
UNCT
UNDP
UNECE
UNEP
UNESCO

UNHCR
UNICEF
UNODC
UNSCR
UNSDCF

UNTOC

UPR
usbD
VAWG
VLR
VoT
WHO
WOAH
WTO
WUF12

Tuberculosis

Trafficking in Human Beings

Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study
United Arab Emirates

Unaccompanied and Separated Children
Universal Declaration of Human Rights

Universal Health Coverage

United Nations

United Nations Country Team

United Nations Development Programme

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe
United Nations Environment Programme

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
United Nations Children's Fund

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
United Nations Security Council Resolution

United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation
Framework

United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized
Crime

Universal Periodic Review

United States Dollar (Currency)

Violence Against Women and Girls

Voluntary Local Review

Livelihood Programs for UASC and Victims of Human Trafficking
World Health Organization

World Organisation for Animal Health

World Trade Organization

World Urban Forum 12
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