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Inserted into the capitalist world
economy, Serbia is in a typical
position of a semi-peripheral country.
Its strategic geographical position in
the heart of the Balkans and at the
gates of the European Union makes it
a space of competition between
multiple imperialist powers: the
European Union, the United States,
Russia, China, but also the Gulf
monarchies or the United Kingdom
and so on.

A peripheral
colony

Serbia does not control its value
chains or its production system. The
massive privatizations carried out
since the 1990s have liquidated the
legacy of Yugoslav social property,
transferring collective wealth to
private, mostly foreign, capital.

In this framework, Serbia functions as
a reservoir of cheap labour, a space
for the extraction of value for big
capital, and a captive market for
imperialist investments. The absence
of economic sovereignty is not an
accident: it is the very condition for its

subordinate integration into world
capitalism.

From capitalist
restoration to
authoritarian
recomposition

The capitalist transition, especially
under MiloSevi¢, was accompanied by
a social collapse: massive
unemployment, explosion of
inequality, widespread corruption,
destruction of social protections. The
liberal promise of a prosperous
democracy was never kept, because it
was based on an illusion: that of a
“winning” peripheral capitalism.

This impasse created the material
conditions for the emergence of an
authoritarian-neoliberal regime.
Aleksandar Vuci¢, president since
2017, is not an anomaly, but the
political product of this historical
sequence. To speak of “regime” is
essential here. Power is not limited to
the government or the presidency: it
extends to the media, the judiciary,

the yellow unions, the police, the
electoral processes, doctors and
lawyers and so on. The Serbian
Progressive Party (SNS) acts almost
like a totalitarian party, organising a
clientelist system where access to
employment, social assistance or
public resources is conditional on
political loyalty.

Elections,
mobilizations and
regime crisis

Faced with this regime, major
mobilizations have emerged, led in
particular by young people, students
and popular sectors. They have taken
distinct forms depending on the
territory, revealing differentiated
social and political dynamics.

In Novi Sad, a university centre and a
city historically integrated into the
European economic circuits, the
student movement is part of a direct
challenge to authoritarianism,
corruption and the destruction of
public services. It expresses a
generational politicization, rooted in
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democratic and social demands.

In Novi Pazar, the dynamic is of a
different nature. Located in Sandzak,
a historically marginalised region with
a Bosnian Muslim majority, Novi Pazar
carries a heavy memory: economic
exclusion, political discrimination,
symbolic and material violence
inherited from the Yugoslav wars and
Serbian state nationalism.

The mobilizations that are developing
there today are not only the result of
social protest, but of a process of
historical reparation and political
rapprochement. The fact that students
and activists from Novi Sad and Novi
Pazar are converging is a major
political event: it breaks with decades
of ethnic, religious and regional
fragmentation maintained by the
ruling elites. This convergence
expresses a concrete questioning of
nationalism as an instrument of class
domination. It poses, in an embryonic
but real way, the possibility of a
transversal democratic and social self-
determination, overcoming the
identity divisions inherited from the
Yugoslav dislocation.

The electoral
contradiction and
the crisis of the
regime

Part of the opposition is betting on the
electoral route to weaken or
overthrow the regime. However, this
strategy comes up against a structural
contradiction. Even in the event of a
popular majority hostile to the
government, the control of the
electoral process by the state
apparatus makes any change of
government highly unstable. Vote
buying, economic pressure, fraud,
control of the count: elections function
more as a legitimation mechanism
than as a real instrument of popular
sovereignty.

The decisive question remains: what
would happen if the regime rejected
the verdict of the ballot box? This
regime is in crisis, it can no longer
ensure the stable reproduction of its
power. Even an electoral defeat for
Vuci¢ would only mean the fall of a

central figure, not the collapse of the
regime. The state, the repressive
apparatus, the economic structures
and the international alliances would
remain in place.

International
showcase

The organization of Expo 2027 in
Belgrade is another central element of
the regime’s strategy. Presented as an
opportunity for international
attractiveness and “economic
development”, the Expo is in fact part
of an already proven logic of a
profoundly opaque and authoritarian
project. Like the Belgrade Waterfront,
this type of mega investment is used
as a pretext for a massive mobilisation
of public funds, exceptional
procedures and a de facto suspension
of democratic control. Major urban
projects are withdrawn from
parliamentary and citizen debate,
entrusted to opaque public-private
partnerships, often linked to foreign
capital and circles close to the regime.

This kind of project allows the
channelling of public resources to
private companies, a market without
transparency, speculation and the
consolidation of clientelist networks
linking the regime with transnational
capital and local actors. The regime
tries to present itself as modern and
social. And the consequences for the
Serbian population are serious, as
these kinds of projects lead to the
eviction of working-class
neighbourhoods and the destruction of
public spaces. But also to the
country’s indebtedness and
consequently the precariousness of
the Serbian working class.

The construction of the Novi Sad
station to extend the New Silk Road is
part of this same logic. A project that
by nature is there to grow Chinese
capital and expand into the European
market. The collapse of the station
canopy eventually killed 16 people and
sparked a break with the corruption of
the Vucic regime.

Balkans,
imperialism and
alternatives

The Serbian situation is part of a
broader regional dynamic. The
Balkans are a fragmented space, kept
in permanent instability by competing
imperialisms. Neither the European
Union, nor Russia, nor China are
proposing real emancipation: each is
seeking to secure its economic and
geopolitical interests.

An interesting alternative to explore
would be a Balkan union, under these
conditions of similar capitalist
oppressions. An economic
emancipation of Serbia could be viable
in this way.

Serbia cannot declare overnight that it
will no longer be the terrain of
extractivism, money laundering and
unequal trade. Because on the one
hand it does not own the primary
modes of production and on the other
the external pressure on the country
would be so hard that it would not last
long. Capital has far too much to gain
in Serbia: lithium, boron, its
geographical position, its cheap
labour.

Perspectives of
struggle: beyond
the change of
political personnel

The central question is therefore not
only “who governs”, but which class
governs and for what interests. The
fight against the Serbian regime
cannot be limited to an electoral
change. It poses the need for an
independent popular organisation,
capable of combining social,
democratic and anti-imperialist
struggles.

In a context of regime crisis, the ballot
box can be a field of confrontation, but
it is not enough. Real self-
determination implies a break with
imperialist dependence, capitalist
clientelism and the repressive
apparatus of the state.

What is at stake today in Serbia is a



break with Vuci¢'s government, but
the question remains open: will the
mobilizations be able to move towards
a real break with the regime and

towards a rapprochement with the
other struggles in the Balkans?
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Popular mobilization under an authoritarian

regime

28 January, by Gin Vola, Elias Vola

Led by the SNS [1] since 2012, but
participating in government since the
2000s, the ruling party is one of the
main architects of the transition to
neoliberalism and privatisation that
followed the collapse of the Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia.

The student mobilization that began in
November 2024 was met with
resistance from an authoritarian
regime that controlled the country’s
media, relied on the support of local
parties representing national
minorities, and employed entrenched
corruption mechanisms. In a country
where a significant portion of the
workforce is employed directly or
indirectly by the state, membership in
President Aleksandar Vuci¢’s party
and attendance at its rallies are
mandatory for access to employment
and housing, as well as for
maintaining one’s position in the
public sector.

Anti-regime protests have become
a near-daily fact of life in Serbia
since 2016, when masked men
demolished buildings overnight in
Belgrade’s Savamala district to
clear ground for the “Belgrade
Waterfront,” a flagship
development project tightly linked
to the ruling Serbian Progressive
Party (SNS). That event
symbolized the impunity and
collusion between politics and
business that now defines the
system. [2].

Since then, waves of mobilization
against the government have occurred

periodically. In 2019, and again in
2023, students protested against
electoral fraud. However, while Vucié¢
called for early elections in 2023, he
now refuses, faced with the tenacity of
the student movement and the popular
support it enjoys in the country. This
reflects the regime’s fear of losing
popularity, exacerbated by the
deterioration of public services and
the difficulties in envisioning a socio-
economic future for Serbia. Ranked
ninth in the world for population loss,
Serbia faces a constant wave of
emigration, also fueled by agreements
signed with Germany that open the
borders to unskilled workers and
healthcare professionals. If a country
that loses its youth is a country
without a future, it is precisely this
youth that has burst onto the political
scene today to challenge this history
written without them.

Chronology of a
historic movement

On 1 November 2024, the collapse of
the canopy at the train station in Novi
Sad, the country’s second-largest city,
killing 16 people—including
children—sparked a wave of anger
across the country and led to the first
protests. This tragedy at a new station
financed by foreign capital exposed
the inequity of the government as
much as its propaganda, centred on a
Serbia driven by progress thanks to
investors. It was clear to everyone that
the corruption had been so pervasive
that even the most basic safety
standards had been disregarded.

The mobilization began in university

centres, primarily in Novi Sad and
Belgrade. Professors went on strike en
masse, and students initiated
blockades of their educationam
establishments. In late November, the
attack on students and professors by
regime thugs at the Faculty of
Dramatic Arts in Belgrade had the
opposite of the intended effect. The
resulting outrage signaled the spread
of the mobilization to the majority of
universities in the country. This time,
students occupied their faculties.
Unlike in the past, when Vuci¢ had
hoped the movement would fizzle out
on its own, the failure of the
repression signaled the beginning of
an exceptional mobilization.

The student movement quickly built a
platform of four demands which
evolved very little during the first few
months: a transparent investigation
into the causes of the accident; the
identification and prosecution of those
who assaulted students and
professors; the dropping of charges
against detained protesters; and a 20
per cent increase in funding for public
universities.

From then on, the student
mobilization steadily grew, drawing in
other segments of the population until
the massive demonstrations of mid-
March. Between 5 and 10 per cent of
the Serbian population reportedly
gathered in the streets of Belgrade
that day. This also marked the
beginning of a qualitative escalation in
the regime’s repression: beatings of
demonstrators, preventive and
unjustified arrests. The government
also apparently used a sound cannon,
known as a “Long Range Acoustic
Device”, that same day. The
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dissemination throughout the city of
this sound, which produces intense
pain, disorientation and hearing
disturbances, created a wave of panic
among the protesters.

Anja 1li¢, an activist with the far-left
party Marks21, characterizes this
stage as follows: “The turning point
came after the March 15th
demonstration, a revelatory moment
for both the mass movement and the
regime. The mass of activists then saw
firsthand that there was a limit that
the students were not prepared to
cross: direct and violent confrontation
with the regime, even with hundreds
of thousands of people in the streets.
The regime, for its part, realized that
certain "critical” forces within the
movement, such as the organized
working class and (former) military
personnel, were not ready for a
general strike or for a direct
confrontation with the state
authorities.” [3]

The demonstration of 15 March
coincided with the peak of the
mobilization, but did not signify the
end of a movement that was
profoundly shaking Serbian society.
The students then made their first
strategic shift by attempting to forge
new alliances with other segments of
society. In particular, they launched a
call to organize local assemblies
(zborovi) throughout the country. They
also turned to the organized trade
union movement , adopting one of the
two main demands of the Serbian
trade union movement: the restoration
of an effective right to strike, and a
labour code that reinstates strong
social guarantees, a legacy of
Yugoslav socialism. The five main
confederations in the country then
formed a common platform for 1 May
2025, when a joint demonstration was
organized.

While May Day was a success,
probably the biggest in decades, the
convergence with the student
movement fizzled out. Union demands
remained part of the students’
repertoire, but the union movement
neither organized strikes nor sought
deeper ties with the student
movement. Furthermore, in practice,
the sectors of the workforce that
actually participated were mainly
limited to education, a sector of

healthcare, and a few other categories
such as delivery drivers and lawyers.
The country’s working class did not
participate as such.

Tarom Rukeci Milivojevi¢, leader of
the UGS Nezavisnost trade union and
an anti-fascist activist committed to
migrants’ rights, told us: “There is no
strategic planning within the union
regarding the movement, other than
reforming the labour law system and
legislation on strikes.” Another
explanatory factor lies in the regime’s
control over the working class,
particularly in the public sector. As for
the private sector, employer
repression is fierce. Workers’
participation in the movement has
thus primarily taken the form of civic
action.

Even when the strike was real and
widespread, as in education, other
obstacles arose. Irenom Risti¢, a
university professor and union
representative, recounts: “Looking
back on the past few months, the
strike was poorly coordinated with the
students, and in many faculties, it was
even delayed because students feared
it would jeopardize the blockades,
given the legal minimum work
requirement. In the Faculty of Law,
we obtained the full support of the
plenary assembly, but we negotiated
extensively with the students, for
almost two or three weeks, until all
the details were clear. This didn’t
happen in all faculties. This lack of
coordination and the fear that the
strike would break the blockade,
especially because of the exam period,
resulted in a lengthy process. It seems
to me that this hesitation allowed the
government to achieve a significant
result with a single decree: to deeply
divide the teaching staff and students
and to stifle any subsequent
protest.” [4]

This failed, or rather incomplete,
convergence was the corollary of a
strategic reorientation of the student
movement. The movement decided to
create a student electoral list and
confront the ruling party on an
institutional level. We will return to
this point later.

However, at the end of June, a
surprise resurgence of the movement
reignited the protests. Major road

blockades took place on 28-29 June.
Once again, the repression escalated.
Natalya, an active student in the
Philosophy department, told us: “The
repression has increased significantly.
Attacks against students by violent
groups linked to the regime have
multiplied. Arrests have become
massive. We've also seen kidnappings
of protesters.” (Interview with the 4th
district delegation.) The partial
blockades continued throughout the
summer, accompanied by increasingly
fierce repression. Criminals linked to
the Serbian underworld were
increasingly being called upon by the
government, whether to attack
protesters or protect the numerous
SNS party offices... The teaching staff
was suffering terrible repression: “At
the beginning of the summer,
principals who refused to participate
in the repression of their employees
were dismissed, and this situation
continues. The fixed-term contracts of
our colleagues who supported the
demands of students and teachers
have not been renewed.” [5]

After ten months of intense struggle,
the momentum of the student
movement finally waned in September
2025, under the blows of repression.
In early November 2025, the
commemorative demonstration for the
Novi Sad accident was accompanied
by numerous arrests.

Modes of action
and political
aspects of
mobilization

The inventiveness shown by the
student movement during this year of
struggle is remarkable. It is
worthwhile to revisit some of its
aspects. First, the Sborovi , which can
be translated as “Assemblies”. Initially
emerging from assemblies organized
in the occupied universities, starting
on 15 March, students attempted to
extend it beyond educational
establishments. Natalya, a delegate in
the “Sbor Unit” of her occupied
university, describes the dynamic as
follows: “The call was to gather and
organize everywhere against the
regime. To organize with ordinary



people. The spirit was: we discuss and
decide locally.” And the success was
undeniable. Assemblies of various
kinds sprang up in neighborhoods.
Residents organized themselves using
applications like Viber and met in
public places, becoming visible
throughout the city. In some
neighborhoods, activists managed to
identify up to 10 per cent of local
residents as members of these groups.
People met there primarily to discuss
local issues and organize collective
actions: these were, in a way,
permanent action forums.

Natalya and her team identified 152
such groups across the country.
However, they encountered difficulties
obtaining a precise map as they
moved further from Belgrade. This
reflects the lack of coordination
among local assemblies, a point
frequently raised by our comrades on
the ground. Another difficulty
highlighted was that, except in
education, the Sbors never managed
to penetrate the confines of
businesses and government offices,
just as the movement struggled to
gain traction among the working class
and the lower classes, with Vucié¢
primarily facing a crisis of legitimacy
within the middle strata of the
salaried workforce.

The Sbors also gradually died out.
Natalya believes that to avoid this, it
would have been necessary to “obtain
legal recognition of the Sbors . For
example, if 10 per cent of local voters
‘validate’ the creation of a Sbor, it
would grant it real powers. If people
feel that it can have a concrete
impact, it would encourage wider
participation.”

Another key strength of the movement
was its ability to reach the entire
country. They achieved this by
organizing long marches across the
country, reaching even the smallest
villages. Vladimir describes it this
way: “Literarily walking from town to
town and village to village, they
reached people directly, face to face -
bypassing state-controlled media and
its distorted portrayals. They also
launched the initiative “A Student in
Every Village,” refusing to remain
confined to universities and instead
bringing their message to remote
communities that had long been

politically abandoned.” [6]

During the resurgence of mobilization
at the end of June 2025, some sectors
of the movement also decided to
launch a Social Front. The main
objective was to bring together the
most determined salaried and student
sectors, and in particular, those most
convinced of the need to refocus the
movement on social demands. At the
Front’s creation, workers from
education, the postal service,
agriculture, social work, the justice
system, culture, and healthcare,
among others, joined forces for this
purpose. While the objectives of this
Social Front are indeed to maintain a
logic of political struggle against the
regime through strikes and street
mobilization, it does not wish to sever
ties with the student list: “The Social
Front offers its participants the
opportunity to identify the main
problems in their respective sectors
and to propose solutions within the
framework of the Minimum
Programme. This document would
allow the student list to best realize
the electoral programme.” [7].

Lastly, an aspect as important as it
was problematic deserves to be
underlined: the persistence of anti-
Kosovar racism, which was
consistently expressed throughout the
mobilization. From racist placards to
the presence of the nationalist current
within the movement, and including
the participation of war veterans,
Kosovo remains a dangerous taboo. All
the activists and political parties we
met acknowledge this. But they all
also believe that, as things stand,
opening up the subject would fracture
the movement too deeply.

The electoral
process: strategic
issues

The political heterogeneity of the
student movement undoubtedly served
as a lever, insofar as it enabled mass
mobilization. At the same time, it
contributed to limiting its political
reach. The difficulty in reaching an
agreement with opposition political
parties is merely one symptom of this.
The weakness of Serbian civil society

was already evident in its difficulty in
exerting pressure on the government
to counter the repression of the
student movement. This is
compounded by the weakness of
political parties, discredited by the
experience of coalition governments in
the 2000s and 2010s, paying the price
for the ruling party’s control of the
media, and facing significant
organizational obstacles. Their activist
bases are reduced, hindering their
capacity for mobilization and the
establishment of consistent contact
with the population. In this sense, the
practice of marches adopted by
students has been an important means
of politicization: In general, students
have proven capable of mobilizing
some of the largest political
gatherings the country has ever seen.

It is in this context that the movement
decided to focus its activity on the
electoral issue. “We believe that
democracy is the only appropriate way
to resolve a political crisis of this
magnitude, and we therefore call on
the population to support the electoral
list in which the students who are
blockading all higher education
institutions in Serbia will place their
trust, so that truth may prevail in the
balance of justice ”. [8] The student
movement thus presents itself as a
unifying force for political change,
relying on elections as an instrument
to demonstrate the lack of legitimacy
of the current regime and its political
and economic power structure,
because “when institutions
systematically refuse to act in
accordance with the law, elections
remain the only means by which
citizens can peacefully change the
balance of power and enable the
system to function.” [“Declare
Victory”: Students to Canvass 89
Cities for Parliamentary Elections”
Masina 26 December 2025.]] By the
end of December 2025, the students
had collected the signatures in
support of their list. The approach has
no legal value, but is intended as a
form of legitimation: far from
conceiving elections as a political
objective in itself, the movement sees
them as a means of exerting pressure
on the regime.

The electoral process does not,
moreover, preclude other forms of
democratic political organization and
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practice. The experiment of direct and
deliberative democracy has not been
abandoned, despite the limitations it
currently faces: the difficulty of
achieving mass support and the means
of control and repression available to
the regime. In this regard, a professor
and trade unionist at the University of
Belgrade, involved in the movement,
supports the electoral approach based
on the legitimacy conferred upon it by
mass popular support: “Direct
democracy is a noble and interesting
idea, but in practice, in a pre-
democratic and authoritarian society
like ours, it simply doesn’t work. We
quickly realized that it was easy to
infiltrate even student assemblies,
that a few vocal individuals could
seize control of the discourse while
the majority grew weary. Under such
conditions, the regime can easily drag
out the processes and gather
information. (...) Direct democracy
therefore did not fail because of
certain criticisms, but because in a
society like ours, it is a dangerous
social experiment that requires radical
changes that the people did not
support. The people supported the
fulfillment of the students’ demands
within the framework of
representative democracy as provided
for in the Constitution.” [9]

Within the radical left, some see the
electoral choice as the movement’s
dead end, “The student list should
constitute a compromise between
liberal and nationalist currents and be
structured around a program aimed at
addressing the causes of citizens’
discontent, namely the Serbian
people. In this respect, it will offer
nothing that is not already present in
the pre-election programs of the
opposition parties since the
introduction of multi-party
politics.” [10]

The Green Left Front (ZLF), a member
of the European Green Party,
identifies two areas of cooperation
with the student movement:
cooperation in controlling polling
stations, as ballot stuffing and vote
buying are widespread practices of
the regime; and anticipating mass
organization in case the opposition
wins the elections and the government
rejects the results.

Solidarnost (radical left-wing party,

observer in the European Left) also
emphasized the urgency of Vuci¢ ‘s
downfall as a political opening: “The
programme the students are drafting
will inevitably have flaws, just as their
electoral list will be ideologically
diverse. What matters most is that the
movement itself does not fall silent.
Progressive groups have already
begun forming the Social Front — a
loose network of organisations, trade
unions, and parts of the student and
activist base. The idea is that this
front will serve as a lever of social
struggle, pushing for justice and
equality both in the streets and
beyond the elections.[...] Serbia’s
structural problems cannot be solved
overnight. But regime change could at
least create the conditions for
democratic progress.

If the protests and their organisational
backbone are crushed, repression will
be brutal and the message clear:
never try again. Yet if they endure, the
door to a different future - more just,
democratic, and humane - will remain
open.”[ [Vladimir Simovic “From Grief
to Resistance.”]]

It therefore seems necessary to avoid
fracturing the unity of the movement:
“Like many social movements before
it, Serbia’s uprising is ideologically
fluid — a broad camp encompassing
everything from conservatives to
radicals, from left to right. Yet for
now, it remains the only living force
capable of challenging Vucié’s
authoritarian, neoliberal, and
nationalist regime.” [11] The alliances
forged by the student movement with
different social groups, as well as with
anti-extractive environmental
struggles , make it “the movement
remains an open and contested
political space — one that should not
be abandoned, but actively shaped.
The task ahead is to organize and fight
for a political articulation that places
democracy, equality, and social justice
at the centre of its struggle.” [Vladimir
Simovic, “Serbia’s Student Movement
is Still Going Strong”, 29 July 2025,
Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung.]]
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“The independent media played a crucial role
in documenting the protests and making
student demands visible”

28 January, by Gin Vola, Elias Vola

What is the situation in terms of
press freedom in Serbia and how
does the public media function?

In the face of threats to press freedom
in Serbia, and in particular state
pressure, a coalition has been created
to demand and act for independent
information. Press freedom in Serbia
is in serious decline: threats,
harassment and attacks are frequent,
and institutional protection is
increasingly unreliable. In 2025,
NUNS recorded 371 cases of
pressure, attacks and threats against
journalists (including 113 physical
attacks and 165 threats), and
international monitoring platforms
reflected the same trend, confirming
that Serbia is among the riskiest
environments for journalists in
Europe. Officially, the media
landscape is pluralistic, but in
practice, political influence is exerted
through a combination of mechanisms:
pressure on key institutions and
regulators, opacity of public spending
and co-financing of projects, pressure
via state-linked companies and
advertising, and sustained campaigns
to delegitimize critical reporting.

These pressures are amplified by a
weakened, often barely functioning
media market and precarious working
conditions, which reinforce the
media’s dependence on sources of
funding that can easily become tools
of influence. When incomes are
unstable and labour rights are fragile,
newsrooms become more vulnerable
to “disciplinary” measures such as
dismissals, reassignments or changes
in internal rules. This is also evident in
public service media, which fail to
fulfil their public interest mission:
journalists and editors who try to
resist pressure or insist on
professional standards are too often
faced with disciplinary proceedings
and other forms of retaliation, sending
a chilling message to the entire

profession.

Ownership pressures also remain
significant on a larger scale, due to
concentration, opaque relationships,
and politically tinged business
interests. As the market shrinks and
ownership structures move closer to
power centres, editors and journalists
increasingly run into informal “red
lines,” while key stories are
downplayed, relativized, or pushed off
the agenda.

A particularly alarming development is
the return of the state, through state-
owned enterprises, to media
ownership. Telekom Srbija, a state-
owned company, now owns or controls
about 20 media outlets, and the
impact on editorial policy has become
increasingly visible since last year.
Digital surveillance is a particularly
dangerous new dimension. At the end
of 2024, the first confirmed hacking of
a journalist’s phone was documented,
as well as at least three unsuccessful
attempts to install spyware. The scale
of the phenomenon is probably
greater, but it is technically complex
to prove such intrusions, and
awareness of these risks is only
beginning to develop in newsrooms.

Are there opposition or
independent media? How do they
work and what is their audience
among the population (especially
in which sectors)?

Yes, Serbia has independent and
investigative media (including
independent TV/cable channels, online
newsrooms, weeklies and investigative
centres). They typically operate
through a combination of revenue
from their audience
(subscriptions/donations), commercial
revenue where possible, and
international support for projects, but
this model is fragile in an environment
where political and economic

pressures often punish critical
journalism.

Their audience is strongest among
urban and politically engaged citizens,
including students, professionals, civil
society circles, and parts of the
diaspora, while their reach is limited
by a highly polarized news ecosystem
and the dominance of pro-government
tabloids and broadcasters in mass
distribution.

According to the findings of the
Reuters Institute Digital News Report
2025 for Serbia (presented on the
country page), independent brands
linked to United Media are among the
most trustworthy: N1 (48% trust),
Nova.rs (46%), TV Nova (44%), but
also other independent media outlets
such as the weekly Vreme (40% trust),
while overall trust in “news in
general” is only 27%.

Can you tell us about the Coalition
for Press Freedom in Serbia? How
did it come about and what are its
demands?

The Media Freedom Coalition
(Koalicijaza slobodu medija) is an
informal coalition that brings together
leading journalists’ and media
organisations in Serbia to act jointly
when media freedom is under threat
and to coordinate advocacy for better
conditions for journalism. The
Coalition is composed of: the Media
Association; the Online Media
Association (AOM); the Association of
Independent Journalists of Vojvodina
(NDNV); the Association of
Independent Journalists of Serbia
(NUNS); the Association of Local and
Independent Media “Lokal Pres”
(professional association); the Slavko
Curuvija Foundation; and the
“Nezavisnost” section of the Culture,
Arts and Media Workers’ Union (GS
KUM Nezavisnost).
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It was born in response to the
increasing pressure on independent
journalism, attacks and threats, weak
or politicized institutional protection,
and opaque “reform” processes that
often exclude credible professional
actors, as individual organizations
usually cannot tackle systemic issues
alone. The Coalition is organized
democratically and independently of
political parties, government agencies,
ideologies and religious institutions. It
operates throughout Serbia in
accordance with European and
international standards on freedom of
expression and the right to
information.

Its main demands and priorities are:
strengthened protection for journalists
and media workers and an end to
impunity for attacks; joint responses
to violations of journalists’
professional standards and rights;
transparent and accountable use of
public funds in the media sector,
including the control of public funding
and the prevention of political

Europe’s death

28 January, by Ellana Caldin

It is implementing increasingly
repressive migration policies and
congratulates itself on having
stemmed the problem. The
consequences: illegal police violence,
systematic pushbacks [1]) and broken
lives on the margins of Europe. While
the Serbian movement is fighting
against corruption and for political
rights, how can we explain the fact
that the issue of migration remains
largely absent from its demands?

The migration
issue,
conspicuously
absent from the
Serbian student
movement

In Belgrade, the massive student

patronage; credible and independent
regulation and strengthened self-
regulation; transparent legislation
with real participation of professional
organisations; the protection of the
editorial independence and pluralism
of the media, including the fight
against political and landlord
pressures; and the creation of a fair,
free and non-discriminatory media
market, while supporting
professionalism and high journalistic
standards, in both traditional and
digital environments.

What has been and is the
relationship between the
opposition/independent media and
the student movement?

Independent media and investigative
bodies have played a crucial role in
documenting the protests and making
student demands visible, especially
when the pro-government mainstream
media portrays the protests in a

and/or biased coverage of them.
Recent reports on student protests in
Serbia highlight both the scale of the
mobilization and the hostile
environment surrounding it.

At the same time, the student
movement relies heavily on direct
communication (social media, live
broadcasts, networks on the ground,
and the creation of new media such as
Blokada or Zoomer), partly because
trust in the big broadcasters and
tabloids is low. This creates a parallel
public sphere where independent
journalism becomes a key checker and
amplifier, but also a target, as
pressure and risks increase around
coverage of protests.

10 January 2026
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mobilisations against corruption,
political repression and the
authoritarianism of Vucié¢’'s regime
almost never include the migration
issue. For many, the “problem” has
been solved with the diversion of the
Balkan route. The camps are far away,
invisible, relegated to the margins of
the city. However, the issue is not
completely absent from the Serbian
political scene: the Solidarnost
movement, which we met, makes the
defence of migrant workers a central
point of its struggles, particularly
during protests against the
exploitation of Indian workers in
industry and construction.

But this politicization remains strictly
confined to workers living in Serbia.
For most of them, the final destination
is the Schengen area. These exiled
people, stuck in camps, deprived of
status and rights, remain outside the
scope of mobilization and suffer the
full brunt of violence, in total
invisibility.

Illegal practices at
the Serbian
borders

The violence observed at the borders
is neither accidental nor marginal. It
is part of the security shift in
European migration policies that has
been in place since the 1990s and
continues with the very recent
European Pact on Migration and
Asylum. Europe is outsourcing border
control to EU candidate countries
such as Serbia. [2] The gradual
closure of the Balkan route and the
implementation of European migration
policies have transformed Serbia into
a “buffer zone”, criminalizing
irregular passage and strengthening
border controls. [3]

On the ground, the consequences are
immediate. Many associations have
deserted the border area due to the
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dangerous conditions on the ground.
Those that remain have withdrawn to
Belgrade. They are trying, as best they
can, to meet basic needs. For exiles,
Serbia was supposed to be a stopover.
It has become a prison, sometimes
even a tomb. None of the following
testimonies can truly convey the
horror that is taking place at the
borders.

At the Obrenovac camp, on the
outskirts of the capital, families wait.
We are not allowed to enter, so we
meet them outside. On a picnic
blanket, there are card games and
children’s drawings. We spend the
afternoon drinking tea and playing
cards. A young Moroccan man with a
broken leg plays ball with the
children. His injury and lack of
medical care have put an end to his
journey. He has been stuck there for
eight years, with no prospects for the
future. An Iranian couple has come to
seek political asylum in Germany,
where friends are waiting for them.
They have raised the money needed to
pay the smugglers: several thousand
euros. Today, they are postponing
their departure. The young woman
explains: “It’s very difficult to see the
person you love being abused by the
police, but if we go back home, he will
be killed.” They have already been
subjected to several pushbacks, a
practice deemed illegal under the
1951 Geneva Convention.

Outside the camps, people on the
streets hope they are only passing
through. They have been in Serbia for
a few days and are trying to escape to
Europe. A man arrives, his arm torn to
shreds by dogs. Using his phone and
Google Translate, he describes the

man holding the leash: a Bulgarian
police officer who must be working for
Frontex. The agency is made up of
police officers of all European
nationalities who come to play
manhunt at the borders. It is a cruel
game with no rules, in which the same
side always wins. At night, raids are
organized to remove people in exile
from their shelters. Taken to the
police station, they pay the corrupt
Serbian police to be released. Two
fourteen-year-old boys have just
crossed every border from
Afghanistan without stopping, walking
more than five thousand kilometres.
They ask for shoes, as theirs are too
worn out from the journey. The next
day, after they have managed to cross
into Hungary, one of them sends me a
text message saying "Help". I never
hear from him again.

Can a state be democratized without
addressing its margins?

While Serbia zealously enforces
repressive European policies, it fails to
respect the democratic values
demanded by the student movement.
Similarly, although the European
Union has finally called the Vucic
government to order over its
repression of the movement, it
continues to use the country as a
testing ground for illegal migration
policies.

The silence of the Serbian social
movement on migration is not an
anomaly: it is the product of an active
depoliticization of the subject. By
treating migration as a technical and
security issue, Europe is transforming

borders into spaces of exceptiong,

where anything goes. These practices,
initially inflicted on the most
marginalized, always end up
spreading. Borders are heresy and
those who defend them are criminals.

10 January 2026

Footnotes

[1] Illegal return of migrants refers
to a set of state measures that
result in the refoulement of
refugees and migrants across a
border - usually immediately after
they have crossed it - without
taking into account their particular
situation and without the
possibility of applying for asylum.
This is a violation of the
prohibition of collective expulsion
of foreigners (Protocol No. 4 to the
European Convention on Human
Rights) and a violation of the
principle of non-refoulement under
international law.

[2] Ucakar, T. (2025).
Securitisation, Humanitarianism,
and the Religious Dimension of
European Migration Policy.
Religions, 16(9), 1190

[3] Bogucewicz, M. (2020). The
consequences of the migration
crisis on the Balkan route and
human rights: The current

situation and prospects in Serbia.
Eastern Review.

The EU and green colonialism in Serbia

28 January, by Denis Verstraeten

In the wake of the wars in the former
Yugoslavia and the opening up of the
region to international markets,
underground exploration missions
were undertaken to map the various
mineral resources available and to
exploit them. In 2004, in the Jadar
Valley in the west of the country,
prospecting carried out by Rio

Tinto [1] led to the discovery of a new
ore called jadarite, rich in minerals,
particularly lithium. This element is
central to the energy transition sought
by green capitalism because it is
necessary for the production of
batteries, such as those used in
electric cars.

The beginnings of
unscrupulous
exploitation

Following this discovery, the
multinational began to establish itself
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in the region, with the firm intention
of starting to exploit this resource as
quickly as possible, despite the lack of
a permit. The first step was to set up
boreholes to test the quality of the
deposits, in defiance of Serbian
legislation which, at the time,
protected the Jadar Valley as an area
of high agricultural value and
prohibited this type of work, even with
the consent of the landowners. In
addition, Rio Tinto became involved in
the local life of this rural region by
participating in women’s social
groups, allowing the multinational to
prepare public opinion with crude
propaganda: the infrastructure would
be clean, modern, futuristic, entirely
underground and would not impact
the lives of the population. Even more
strikingly, the water from the rivers
that would be collected and used in
the chemical processes would come
out even cleaner. And all the while,
the mining company was gradually
buying up the residents’ properties,
leaving them under the threat of
future expropriation by the state.

The subsoil of the Jadar Valley
contains up to 90% of the European
Union’s lithium demand, making Rio
Tinto a partner of choice for the 27,
and in particular for the German
luxury car industry, which is in the
process of electrification. Here, the
EU is seeking to secure access to
Serbian lithium to supply Mercedes
production lines. Yet Germany is the
EU country with the largest quantities
of lithium. While European industry
was gearing up to satisfy the appetite
of green capitalism, the German
political class, led by the Griinen,
opposed the exploitation of lithium on
its territory. Once again, we are faced
with green neocolonialism and the
hypocrisy of the EU. Through these
investments, the EU was also seeking
to make its lithium supplies
independent from China, in particular.

The damage is
becoming
apparent

Under pressure from the EU, the story
accelerated in 2019 when the Serbian
regime declared lithium reserves a
resource of national interest, giving

any company the right to mine the soil
to extract this material. At the same
time, Rio Tinto’s actual plans began to
emerge: the planned infrastructure is
gigantic and the deposits much more
destructive than initially anticipated.
In addition, water from the valley’s
rivers will be monopolised for
chemical treatments used to extract
lithium from jadarite. This is a
crushing blow to local populations,
whose main economic activity is
agriculture and who therefore depend
on a healthy environment and access
to irrigation.

This period marks a turning point in
the resistance to the Rio Tinto project,
but not only that. As the subsoil of
western Serbia is rich in resources,
hundreds of extractive projects
threaten dozens of villages, where
local struggles were already
underway. The centrality of
agricultural work for the region’s
populations explains their attachment
to their land and their spontaneous
resistance to these ecocidal projects
and for the preservation of their living
conditions. It is in this context that
Mars Sa Drine was created and helped
to bring all these struggles together,
bringing together residents, activists,
lawyers, scientists, etc. and
implementing a variety of tactics:
legal battles, organising mass
mobilisations, sabotaging construction
sites, etc., with the clear
understanding that the struggle will
not be won through legal means alone.

Initial reactions

In 2022, with the general elections
(presidential and legislative)
approaching, the regime ignited the
powder keg by amending the
regulations on expropriation: from
now on, and in line with the 2019
legislative change, any company will
be able to expropriate residents in
order to launch an extractive project.
In response, the population of these
regions mobilised on a large scale,
organising roadblocks to express their
widespread disapproval and anger at
this legal change, which confirms
Serbia’s neocolonial status, something
that was very well understood by the
inhabitants.

This whole

sequence was

opportunistically planned by the
regime to win on all fronts: just before
these victorious elections, Vucic
announced the withdrawal of the
measures, without this being followed
by any concrete action in this
direction. In this way, a reassuring
message was sent to Rio Tinto and the
regime’s international partners:
extractive projects in Serbia are not
threatened beyond rhetoric.
Revelations by the independent
journalist network BIRN (Balkan
Investigative Reporting Network)
published in February 2023 confirm
this: Rio Tinto spent more than €1
billion on the Jadar project after
2022. [2]

A confrontation
with the
authorities

In the summer of 2024, the Serbian
Constitutional Court ruled in favour of
Rio Tinto, decreeing that the
suspension of the project was illegal,
which triggered a new wave of
protests. Roads and rural villages in
the Jadar Valley were once again
blocked, and tens of thousands of
people demonstrated in Belgrade.
During these protests, the regime’s
repression escalated with the arrest of
many demonstrators. For its part, in
June 2025, the EU included Rio Tinto’s
project in the Critical Raw Materials
Act, a document that lists Europe’s
strategic priorities in terms of access
to resources. It is therefore clear that,
for the EU, it is a foregone conclusion
that the lithium in Jadar belongs to
it. [3]

The massive and relentless resistance
of the inhabitants, as well as the
overwhelming support they enjoy from
the rest of the population, has so far
forced Rio Tinto to back down and
block the project. In the months that
followed, marked by student uprisings,
protests against the regime created a
climate of instability that frightened
investors. It was in this context that
Rio Tinto announced on 13 November
2025 that it was suspending the
project for an indefinite period. What’s
more, students have taken up the
fight: there is talk of making the
permanent abandonment of the mine
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part of their electoral programme
against Vuci¢, for which they have
been advised by professors opposed to
the project.

On the regime’s side, there is
obviously nothing to be expected. As
with everything else, Vucic is skilfully
exploiting the Rio Tinto project to
serve his own interests, sometimes
backing down on the granting of
permits to make a gesture towards the
population - as was the case in 2022
before the elections - or by offering
Rio Tinto the lithium from Jadar on a
plate in order to win the sympathy of
the EU and get the union to turn a

blind eye to Vuci¢’s human rights
violations.

The Balkans are under intense
imperialist pressure over their
resources, and numerous projects are
being considered. In this context,
resistance to Rio Tinto is crucial, and
defeat could mean the fall of the first
domino, threatening the entire region.
Conversely, the regional impact of this
struggle and its possible victory could
inspire the populations of the region.

13 January 2026

Footnotes

[1] Rio Tinto is a British-Australian
multinational company, 15% of
whose capital is held by the
Chinese consortium Chinalco.

[2] Balkan Insight, February 2023,
“Rio Tinto Spends Million Euros on
Serbian Land since Mine
Cancellation”.

[3] It should also be noted that
Serbia is part of the EU’s Horizon
agreements, which is a group of
countries with which the EU has
privileged economic partnerships.
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