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On 12 October 2011, the Commission 
recommended to grant Serbia EU candidate 
status. It thus recognised the reforms Serbia 
has been undertaking, and the capture of the 
last suspected war criminals indicted by the 
Hague Tribunal (ICTY). On 9 December 2011, 
the European Council postponed the decision 
on candidate status to 2012.  
As for opening accession negotiations, the 
Commission set as its main condition that 
Serbia improve relations with Kosovo. Kosovo 
declared independence in 2008, which Serbia 
has not recognised. The EU is facilitating a 
dialogue aimed at helping the two collaborate 
on technical issues.  
One of the main human rights issues in Serbia is 
the position of minorities. The Roma are generally 
seen as the most vulnerable group, with high 
unemployment and poor housing. While tensions 
in the multi-ethnic, autonomous Vojvodina 
province are lessening, other ethnic minorities 
(Bosniaks in Sandžak and Albanians in the 
Preševo Valley) still feel discriminated against on 
grounds of religion or language.  
Legislative elections will take place by May 
2012 at the latest. The current government 
under pro-Western President Boris Tadić and 
his Democratic Party is committed to 
continuing efforts towards EU accession. 
Opinion polls predict very good results for the 
more nationalist Serbian Progressive Party. 

  
New Orthodox Church in Belgrade 

In this briefing: 

 State of play in the accession process 

 Serbia's policy on Kosovo 

 Human rights, justice and home affairs 

 Serbia's internal political situation 

 Main references 

State of play in the accession process 

In 2011, Serbia handed over the last two 
suspected war criminals charged by the 
Hague Tribunal (ICTY). President Boris Tadić 
and the current government, in power since 
May 2008 and seen as generally pro-
European, had stepped up efforts to comply 
with this important condition imposed by 
the EU on Serbia. After Radovan Karadžić in 
2008, the arrest of Ratko Mladić and Goran 
Hadžić led the ICTY's prosecutor Serge 
Brammertz to deem Serbia's cooperation to 
be "fully satisfactory". The Commission's 
opinion of 12 October 2011 on Serbia's 
application for membership reflected this 
positive development.  

Serbia's path towards the EU 

2000: end of the Milošević regime. 

2005: negotiations started on a Stabilisation and 
Association Agreement (SAA), covering political, 
trade, and economic issues, including 
compliance with ICTY requests and regional 
cooperation. EU Member States (MS) are 
currently ratifying the SAA (signed in 2008). 
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17 February 2008: Kosovo unilaterally declared 
independence.  

19 December 2009: the EU granted visa 
liberalisation, allowing Serbs holding a biometric 
passport to visit the Schengen area without 
visas. 

22 December 2009: Serbia applied for EU 
membership. 

1 February 2010: Interim Agreement on trade 
and trade-related matters came into force. 

http://www.srbija.gov.rs/?change_lang=en
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/serbia/key_document/saa_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/serbia/key_document/saa_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/serbia/key_document/interim_agreement_trade_en.pdf
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Commission opinion on Serbia's 
application for EU membership  
On 12 October 2011, the Commission 
recommended that the European Council 
grant Serbia EU candidate country status, 
but that a date for opening negotiations 
should only be set once Serbia has taken 
"further steps to normalise relations" with its 
former province Kosovo. 

 The opinion mainly addresses the political 
criteria (democracy, the rule of law, human 
rights, respect for and protection of 
minorities; see section below on human 
rights, justice and home affairs). The 
Commission also welcomed Serbia's 
economic progress in 2010 and 2011: the 
market economy is functioning. Serbia 
however needed loans from the IMF and the 
European Investment Bank in 2009 to cope 
with the economic and 
financial crisis. The 
Commission calls for 
further removal of red 
tape and "rigidities" on 
the labour market, as well 
as strengthening the rule 
of law, to make the 
country more attractive 
for foreign investment. 

Besides judiciary and 
fundamental rights (the 
most difficult chapter in 
most enlargements), 
Serbia, according to the 
Commission, will have to 
pay particular attention 
to environment and 
climate change, 
agriculture and rural 
development, justice, 
freedom and security, 
and financial control. 

At its meeting on 9 
December 2011, the European Council did 
not decide on Serbia's candidate status. The 
Foreign Affairs Council will discuss the 
matter in February 2012, and report back to 
the March European Council. Germany and 

Austria are the two countries most often 
quoted as being against granting Serbia 
candidate status, mainly because of the 
tense situation in northern Kosovo. 

Serbia's policy on Kosovo 

Kosovo is currently recognised by 22 EU 
Member States (MS)1 and another 63 
countries worldwide. Under the Serbian 
constitution, Kosovo remains a province of 
Serbia. The International Court of Justice, 
following a request from Serbia, ruled in July 
2010 that Kosovo's independence 
declaration was not in violation of 
international law. 

Since the issue is the major obstacle on 
Serbia's path to EU membership, diplomats 
have tried to leave the question of Kosovo's 

recognition unanswered for 
now, focusing on technical 
issues such as recognition of 
diplomas and free 
movement of persons. This 
EU-facilitated "Belgrade-
Pristina dialogue" is based 
on a UN General Assembly 
resolution of 9 September 
2010. It is aimed at 
improving peoples' lives on 
the ground, and is pursued 
separately from the 
enlargement process. 

In its Enlargement Strategy 
report, the Commission 
considers that the dialogue 
took place constructively up 
to September 2011, leading 
to agreements on free 
movement of goods and 
persons, and on civil and 
land registers. But these 
remain to be fully 
implemented. 

"Parallel structures" in northern Kosovo, an 
area inhabited mainly by Serbs, are the only 
administrative structures there. These refuse 
to recognise or collaborate with Kosovo's 

European Parliament contributions 

On 19 January 2011, the EP gave its 
consent to the conclusion of the SAA 
and adopted a resolution on Serbia's 
EU integration process. 

EP President Jerzy Buzek visited 
Belgrade on 3 November 2011, and 
said that Serbia should become an EU 
candidate country, in recognition of 
the reforms achieved. EP rapporteur 
on Serbia, Jelko Kacin (ALDE, SL) also 
pronounced himself in favour of 
giving Serbia candidate status. 

Interparliamentary meetings between 
the EP (Delegation for relations with 
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Serbia, Montenegro and Kosovo 
(DSSE)) and the Serbian National 
Assembly have been organised 
annually since 2006. At the last one, on 
18-19 April 2011, attended by 
Commissioner Stefan Füle, Parliament-
arians affirmed that the rule of law 
should be the utmost priority for the 
Serbian authorities.

http://www.imf.org/external/np/sec/pr/2009/pr0991.htm
http://www.eib.org/projects/press/2009/2009-073-serbia-eibs-eur-1-4bn-financial-crisis-plan-for-closer-relations-with-eu.htm
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/126714.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/126714.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/126714.pdf
http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2010/ga10980.doc.htm
http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2010/ga10980.doc.htm
http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2010/ga10980.doc.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2011/package/strategy_paper_2011_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-2011-0015+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-2011-0015+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2011-0014
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/president/en/press/press_release/2011/2011-November/press_release-2011-November-3.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+IM-PRESS+20111012IPR29014+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/activities/delegations/publicationsDel.do?language=EN&body=DSEE
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/activities/delegations/publicationsDel.do?language=EN&body=DSEE
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/activities/delegations/publicationsDel.do?language=EN&body=DSEE
http://www.parlament.rs/national-assembly.467.html
http://www.parlament.rs/national-assembly.467.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201105/20110523ATT19995/20110523ATT19995EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201105/20110523ATT19995/20110523ATT19995EN.pdf
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authorities. Serbia maintains these 
structures since it considers Kosovo's 
secession illegal.  

When German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
visited Belgrade in August 2011, she, 
surprisingly, made the dismantling of the 
parallel structures an additional condition 
for Germany's agreement to giving Serbia 
candidate status at the European Council.  

In summer 2011, Kosovo Serbs erected 
barricades to protest against the intention 
of the Kosovo authorities to deploy Kosovar 
customs officers at the Jarinje and Brnjak 
border crossings. Kosovo thus wanted to 
implement a trade embargo on Serbian 
goods in response to Serbia's refusal to lift 
its trade embargo on Kosovo goods. Serbia 
temporarily interrupted the dialogue with 
Kosovo due to the tensions in northern 
Kosovo. The EU Rule of Law Mission (EULEX) 
and the NATO-led international force in 
Kosovo (KFOR) sent staff to the crossings in 
an attempt to defuse tensions and re-
establish freedom of movement in northern 
Kosovo, but the barricades are still there. 
KFOR peacekeepers from Austria and 
Germany were injured following clashes 
with Kosovo Serbs on 29 November 2011. 
The Helsinki Committee for Human Rights 
on Serbia accuses the Serbian government 
of having supported the ethnic Serbs who 
erected the barricades, and considers that 
Serbia's aim is partition of Kosovo 
(incorporation of the areas with an ethnic 
Serb majority). Nevertheless, Serbia knows 
that the EU and the rest of the international 
community are strongly against partition. 

The Commission sees it as a "key priority" 
before opening accession negotiations that 
Serbia "normalise relations with Kosovo". 
This includes the EU-facilitated dialogue's 
aims that Serbia and Kosovo should fully 
include each other in regional cooperation, 
collaborate on telecommunications, 
recognise each others' diplomas, and 
respect the provisions of the Energy 
Community Treaty (on network access). All 
agreements must be implemented "in good 

faith", and Serbia must cooperate with 
EULEX, allowing it to fulfil its mandate in the 
whole of Kosovo. This means, for instance, 
dismantling the barricades.  

On 15 November 2011, Foreign Minister Vuk 
Jeremić said that Serbia was committed to 
meeting the EU's demands on regional 
cooperation, including dialogue with 
Kosovo, in order to achieve candidate status. 
On 3 December 2011, an EU-brokered deal 
between Belgrade and Pristina was agreed, 
under which the two would share 
management of six crossing points with 
EULEX. Kosovo Serbs however remain 
hostile to such compromises. Their attitude 
caused discord in the Serbian coalition 
government, but this may just be a sign of 
the upcoming election campaign.  

Serbia and Kosovo resumed talks on 21 
and 22 November 2011. Delegations agreed 
to make further efforts towards imple-
mentation of the agreements reached and 
made progress on recognising diplomas. 
They also discussed the concept of 
integrated border management for the 
disputed crossing points. The resumption of 
talks and a move towards implementing 
agreements reached to date fulfil the 
Commission's "understanding" that led it to 
recommend candidate status for Serbia.   

Serbian President Tadić has stated that 
Serbia would not recognise Kosovo in 
exchange for accelerated EU membership. 
Enlargement Commissioner Štefan Füle said 
that this is not an explicit condition. The EU 
cannot, indeed, ask Serbia to do what five 
MS also refuse to do. 

Franz-Lothar Altmann, professor at 
Bucharest University, considers that 
negotiations could advance while avoiding 
the issue, but in the final stages, the EU and 
its MS will have to decide whether they can 
afford another "Cyprus-like problem" 
within the EU.2  

http://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/Content/DE/Mitschrift/Pressekonferenzen/2011/08/2011-08-23-pk-merkel-tadic.html
http://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/Content/DE/Mitschrift/Pressekonferenzen/2011/08/2011-08-23-pk-merkel-tadic.html
http://www.eulex-kosovo.eu/en/pressreleases/0190.php
http://www.helsinki.org.rs/doc/HB-No82.pdf
http://www.helsinki.org.rs/doc/HB-No82.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/site/en/oj/2006/l_198/l_19820060720en00180037.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/site/en/oj/2006/l_198/l_19820060720en00180037.pdf
http://www.srbija.gov.rs/vesti/vest.php?id=81499
http://www.srbija.gov.rs/vesti/vest.php?id=81499
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/126265.pdf
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Human rights, justice and home 
affairs 

Commission opinion 
The pace of Serbia's judicial reforms, 
ongoing since 2006, has accelerated in 2011, 
but there are some problems which could 
compromise the efficiency and 
independence of the judiciary. The 
reappointment procedure of judges in 
2009/10 has been criticised for leaving a lot 
to be desired. Corruption in courts is still 
reported, but immunities are rarely lifted. 

The Commission considers that corruption 
in Serbia, as elsewhere in the Western 
Balkans region, remains a serious problem. 
Although institutional and legal structures 
are in place to fight it (such as the Anti-
Corruption Agency), stronger political will to 
use them effectively is needed. Investigation 
capacity needs to be strengthened and the 
Commission is concerned about supervision 
of public procurement, privatisation, spatial 
planning and construction permits. 

The fight against organised crime has 
improved, with a major international drug-
smuggling ring recently being dismantled. 
To fight money laundering and drug 
smuggling even more effectively, 
investigative capacity and international 
cooperation needs to be enhanced.  

The highly symbolic step of visa 
liberalisation offers many oppportunities 
for Serbian citizens. It also led to an increase 
in asylum applications in the EU, particularly 
from Roma. This caused the Commission, in 
reaction to reports of abuse of the visa-free 
regime, to introduce a post-visa-
liberalisation monitoring mechanism under 
the Stabilisation and Association Process. 
This involves dialogue with the Serbian 
authorities to ensure implementation. At the 
same time, the Commission also recognises 
that better living conditions and social 
integration are needed for the most 
vulnerable groups, including the Roma. 

The Commission considers that human 
rights are generally respected, but points 
out that prisons are overcrowded. Freedom 
of assembly and association has attracted 
more attention from the authorities. Laws 
provide for political representation of 
minorities. Serbia is engaging in efforts to 
integrate the Roma, particularly in the areas 
of housing, education and health. The state 
however needs to invest considerably more 
resources in order to improve their status 
and socio-economic conditions. Roma still 
face heavy discrimination and have a very 
low employment rate. Women and children 
are still too often subjected to exploitation 
and family violence. 

Opinions of stakeholders and analysts 
Serbia has a population of 7.5 million. Jarmo 
Oikarinen of the EP's EXPO Policy 
Department notes that Serbia hosts the 
largest number of refugees and other 
displaced persons in the Western Balkans. 
UNHCR estimates their number at 267 060. 
In particular, many displaced persons from 
Kosovo still live in inadequate centres. There 
is also a large group of ethnic Serb refugees 
from Croatia. Many of these people are now 
integrated in Serbia and do not wish to 
return. 

Statelessness is both a human rights and a 
national security problem, affecting the 
Roma community especially. Jun Shirato of 
UNHCR in Serbia said at a DROI Committee 
hearing on human rights in the Western 
Balkans on 10 November 2011 that, of the 
450 000 Roma in Serbia, 30 000 are at risk of 
statelessness, lacking ID cards and birth 
certificates. Children born at home (as is 
common among the Roma) to stateless 
parents face the same problem. Lack of 
awareness and social marginalisation are 
among the causes of this problem. Serbia is 
participating in the "Decade of Roma 
Inclusion", 2005-2015. The government 
allocated about €5 million in 2010 to its 
strategy to help the Roma. School 
attendance improved between 2005 and 
2010, while child mortality dropped by half. 

http://www.expo.ep.parl.union.eu/expo/webdav/site/myjahiasite/shared/podp/documents/Themes/Human_Rights/hr_western_balkans_2011.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2009_2014/documents/droi/dv/500_progrwesternbalkans_/500_progrwesternbalkans_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2009_2014/documents/droi/dv/500_progrwesternbalkans_/500_progrwesternbalkans_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2009_2014/documents/droi/dv/500_progrwesternbalkans_/500_progrwesternbalkans_en.pdf
http://romadecade.org/
http://romadecade.org/
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A law to prevent forced evictions by local 
authorities, still perpetrated dispropor-
tionately often against the Roma, is however 
still lacking. 3 

The Vojvodina autonomous province is an 
area with a large ethnic Hungarian (14%) 
and smaller Croatian and Slovak minorities, 
as well as many others.4 Most of the time, 
these ethnic groups live together peacefully. 
A property-restitution law, passed recently 
by Serbia infuriated Hungarians, who argue 
that it introduces the principle of collective 
guilt. The law was amended following 
Hungary's threat to block Serbia's EU bid.  

The Sandžak area is relatively poor and 
populated by many ethnic Bosniak Muslims. 
Muslims in Serbia are split between two rival 
religious organisations. The Islamic 
Community in Serbia and its chief mufti 
Zukorlić, generally seen as a polarising/ 
populist figure, are pressing for "qualitative 
autonomy", and protesting against discrim-
ination. Turkey has a certain political and 
religious influence in the area. 

Preševo Valley/ Southern Serbia: In the 
municipalities of Preševo and Bujanovac, 
bordering Kosovo, ethnic Albanians make 
up the majority of the population. They also 
constitute a sizeable minority in the 
municipality of Medvedja. Unemployment is 
reported to be at 70%, and Albanian-
speaking citizens demand increased 
commitment from Belgrade to the socio-
economic development of the area and 
further linguistic and educational 
improvements.  

Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 
(LGBT) people face discrimination, attacks 
and police brutality. Far-right groups tried 
to attack the 2010 gay pride parade in 
Belgrade, with 6 000 hooligans mostly 
bussed in from other places in Serbia. Police 
officers and passers-by got hurt, but the 
authorities managed to protect the pride 
march's participants. Serbia's National 
Security Council cancelled the parade 
planned for 2 October 2011, for fear of a 

repetition of such attacks. Sanja Juras from 
the Lesbian rights NGO Kontra said in the 
DROI hearing that Serbia was not respecting 
the right of free assembly and that the 
Commission should pay more attention to 
human rights of LGBT people in its reports. 
After criticism of the cancellation, with 
Serbia accused of capitulating in the face of 
right-wing extremism, the Serbian 
Constitutional Court began to collect data 
on two far-right groups, and an extremist 
organisation has been banned in June 2011. 

Serbia's internal political situation 

Parliamentary elections have to take place at 
the latest on 8 May 2012. 

Government 
Pro-Western Boris Tadić of the Democratic 
Party (DS) was re-elected President in 
January 2008 (first elected in 2004). His 
party, a member of the Socialist 
Internationale, is described as economically 
reformist. Its former leader Zoran Đinđić 
made an effort to cooperate with ICTY, until 
his assassination in 2003. Boris Tadić chose 
politically inexperienced economist Mirko 
Cvetković as Prime Minister in order to 
maintain influence over the government5. In 
reaction to the European Council's 
postponement of the decision on 9 
December 2011, Božidar Đelić, Deputy 
Prime Minister and Minister for European 
integration, resigned. The DS's failure to win 
Serbia candidate status is predicted to 
reduce its chances in the coming elections.  

The Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS) is 
Slobodan Milošević's former party, now led 
by Ivica Dačić, who undertook to reform the 
party. He is Vice Prime Minister and Interior 
Minister within the current coalition 
government. SPS whip Branko Ruzić said 
that he would expect the new government 
to continue working towards EU 
membership, and in turn, that he did not 
expect dishonest conditions to be imposed 
on Serbia. 

http://www.kontra.hr/cms/
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G17 Plus / United Regions of Serbia has its 
power base in central Serbia and also 
includes regional parties from Sandžak and 
Vojvodina. 

Former President Vojislav Koštunica's 
Democratic Party of Serbia (DSS) was 
opposed to cooperation with ICTY and any 
EU future for Serbia without Kosovo. 

Opposition The SRS and DSS described the Commission 
recommendation as "blackmail" to 
recognise Kosovo. 

The small Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) 
helps the DS pass EU-oriented legislation 
and is one of the few parties in favour of 
Kosovar independence. Its leader Čedomir 
Jovanović was disappointed that no date 
had been set yet for talks.  

Main references 

Serbia Matters: Domestic Reforms and European 
Integration / Petritsch, Wolfgang; Solioz, 
Christophe; Svilanović, Goran, 225 p. The ultranationalist Serbian Radical Party 

(SRS) is the largest opposition party in 
parliament, but kept out of government by 
the moderate parties listed above. It has lost 
most of its popular support, which has 
shifted to SNS. 

Commission opinion on Serbia's application for 
membership, COM(2011)668 and analytical 
report, 12 October 2011. 

Country Intelligence: Serbia / Global Insight 

Articles on Serbia / Oxford Analytica 
Global Insight predicts that the Serbian 
Progressive Party (SNS) will gain in 
influence in the coming elections. Some 
opinion polls predict

Further reading: 
EU enlargement to the Western Balkans / Marta 
Latek, Library Briefing, 15.11.2011 
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 its victory, with a 
coalition becoming likely. SNS is seen as 
nationalist, insists on not relinquishing 
claims on Kosovo and stresses traditional 
links with Russia, while at the same time 
being in favour of EU integration, as long as 
recognition of Kosovo is not made a formal 
condition for joining the EU. Tomislav 
Nikolić, who was ousted from the SRS in 
2008, founded SNS.6 He called candidate 
status an important precondition for the 
development of the Serbian economy. 

Disclaimer and Copyright 

This briefing is a summary of published information and 
does not necessarily represent the views of the author or 
the European Parliament. The document is exclusively 
addressed to the Members and staff of the European 
Parliament for their parliamentary work. Links to 
information sources within this document may be 
inaccessible from locations outside the European 
Parliament network. Copyright © European Union, 2011. All 
rights reserved. 
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Endnotes 
 

1 Cyprus, Greece, Romania, Slovakia, and Spain do not recognise Kosovo as an independent state. 

2Serbia's EU membership and the Kosovo Issue, in: Serbia Matters: Domestic Reforms and European Integration / Petritsch, 
Wolfgang; Solioz, Christophe; Svilanović, Goran, pp. 73-76 

3 Activities implemented in relation to the improvement of the status of Roma in the Republic of Serbia, October 2011, and 
Serbian activists arrested for protecting evicted Roma family, 25 October 2011, in dossier for EP DROI hearing on human rights 
in the Western Balkans, 10 November 2011 

4 For information on minorities, see site of Vojvodina government. 

5 Country Intelligence: Report Serbia / Global Insight, 13 Ocotber 2011 

6 See also SERBIA: If forced, SNS would prefer Kosovo to EU bid / Oxford Analytica,16 November 2011. 
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Annex:  Serbia's administrative districts and  
areas with a high proportion of minorities  
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Preševo Valley

Kosovo territory with 
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Belgrade
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