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Serbia: Security situation
Serbia has a key role in the stability of the Western Balkans. With armed conflict now in the past,
the country is firmly engaged in the European integration process, and holds the 2015 OSCE chair.
However, Serbia remains 'in the line of fire' between Russia and the West, in particular due to the
situation in Ukraine, and future crises or security threats to the region cannot be excluded.

Background
A series of armed conflicts, international isolation, the 1998 arms embargo in the former Republic of
Yugoslavia (FRY), and the 1999 NATO bombing, outline Serbia's shaky past security situation. While most
post-communist European countries started their democratic transition in the 1990s, Serbia lived through
FRY's breakup, and a decade under Slobodan Miloševic's authoritarian regime. In the 1990s, the country was
embroiled in multiple military conflicts of varying duration and intensity: Slovenia in 1991, Croatia in 1991-
95, Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1992-95 (with the highest victim numbers), and Kosovo in 1998-99. The
country's dual transition (from socialism to democracy and from armed conflict to peace) began with the
2000 'Bulldozer Revolution', overthrowing Miloševic. After 2000, stability returned, with two exceptions: the
2001 armed Albanian insurgency in South Serbia (Presevo valley), ending with the Konculj Agreement; and
the 2003 assassination of Prime Minister Zoran Đinđić, which led to a state of emergency and the launching
of police operation 'Sabre'. Two other events marked the 2000s: Serbia and Montenegro's 2006 split,
triggering defence sector reforms, and Kosovo's 2008 declaration of independence. Neither led to violence,
but Kosovo remains a priority in EU accession talks and is a main factor in recent Serbian foreign policy, with
two main consequences: it has become an obstacle to EU entry, and facilitated rapprochement with Russia.

International and regional security cooperation
As FRY's legal successor, Serbia took over all international treaties related to involvement in armed conflict
which applied to FRY. It has ratified the majority of the international treaties and conventions in the field of
arms control, non-proliferation, and other international standards and practices. Serbia has adopted 79
Council of Europe conventions and protocols, e.g. on terrorism and prevention of torture, and was the first
in south-eastern Europe to adopt a National Action Plan for implementing UNSCR 1540 (2004) on prevention
of proliferation of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons. In 2013, Serbia became a member of the
Nuclear Suppliers Group and is expecting full membership of the Wassenaar Arrangement. In 2015, Serbia is
chairing the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), and as regional cooperation is a
Serbian priority, it actively participates in various regional security initiatives and fora. On security issues,
however, the EU, NATO and Russia are the most relevant international actors in the region. EU-Serbia
relations have developed closely in the framework of the 2008 Stabilisation and Association Agreement.
Serbia has an EU visa-free travel regime since 2009. In 2013, it signed a Security Cooperation Agreement
with the European Defence Agency, gaining access to its projects and programmes. Serbia has aligned its
legislation with that of the EU in the field of arms, military equipment and dual-use goods export control.
Although not a member, NATO's peacekeeping force in Kosovo, KFOR, guarantees the security of the Serb
population, together with the EU mission in Kosovo (EULEX) and the Serbian Armed Forces (SAF). Serbia
participates in NATO's Partnership for Peace (PfP) since 2006, and in the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council, in
a bid to modernise its defence sector in line with NATO standards. In 2015, it adopted an Individual
Partnership Action Plan with NATO. The Belgrade NATO Military Liaison Office supports defence reforms and
activities in the PfP framework. Bilateral cooperation with Russia on security was recently reinforced, with
high-level visits in 2013 and 2014. In 2013, the countries signed a Strategic Partnership and a 15-year Military
Cooperation Agreement. Serbia also obtained observer status to the Collective Security Treaty Organisation
(CSTO).
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Serbian Armed Forces (SAF) and National Defence Sector
Past developments thus drive the need to establish democratic and civilian control over the security sector, a
priority since 2000. The Parliament exercises democratic control over the SAF, and the Defence and Internal
Affairs committee is charged with parliamentary oversight. In 2009, Serbia adopted its National Defence and
Security strategies. The country's main state security services include the Security-Intelligence Agency, the
Military-Security Agency (counter-intelligence service) and the Ministry of Defence Military-Intelligence
Agency. SAF comprise the Army (largest element, including the River Flotilla), Air Force, Air Defence, and
Training Command. Since 2007, women may enter the Military Academy, and the SAF are fully professional
since 2011, with fewer than 40 000 active personnel in total. Recent challenges include general lack of
funding and ageing military equipment. Army presence is concentrated around the Kosovo border and the
Presovo valley. SAF priorities include capacity-building for international missions, and improving military
cooperation with NATO and the EU. Currently the SAF participate in seven UN missions with troops or
military observers and in the EU Naval Force (EU NAVFOR) 'Operation Atalanta', EUTM Mali, and Somalia.
The SAF also take part in NATO and Russian military drills, and in disaster relief. According to the SIPRI
Military Expenditure Database, Serbia's military expenditure has varied only slightly (2.2-2.5% of GDP) in the
last decade. According to IHS Jane's, Serbian defence expenditure is relatively high and has been better
'protected from budget cuts' in the context of the financial crisis, compared to neighbouring countries. This
is bound to change with the government's 2014 spending cuts to address the budget deficit. Generous
pensions, inherited from FRY's defence budget, particularly need to be addressed. The defence industry has
begun to recover, accounting for 4% of Serbian exports (2011). Production is divided among several state-
owned companies and foreign trade (with Asia and Africa as key markets) is managed mainly by Yugoimport-
SDPR, also state-owned.

Open and latent conflicts, terrorism and other threats
Latent threats linked to autonomy and secessionism, are common in the region. The 2014 Conflict
Barometer lists several potentially unstable ethnically mixed areas in Serbia: Presovo valley (Albanian
minority), Sandzak (Bosnian minority/Wahhabi militants), Kosovo (Serbian minority) and Vojvodina. Military
threat, although not entirely ruled out, appears unlikely. The 2009 Security Strategy points to Kosovo as a
major threat. As part of an EU-led dialogue, however, Belgrade-Pristina relations have progressed and are
expected to improve further with the EU integration process. The parties' differing visions of Kosovo's status,
as well as the persistent refusal of the Serb minority in (northern) Kosovo to accept the Kosovar government,
may nevertheless remain a source of instability. Other insecurities include organised and cross-border crime
(trafficking of weapons, humans and drugs, and money laundering), widespread corruption, and terrorism.
Risk of terrorist activity in Serbia mainly relates to the Sandzak region and Albanian separatists in the south.
The 2015 Zvornik attack led to intensive security measures in the region. In 2014, Serbia adopted a strategy
to fight money laundering and terrorist-funding and may open an FBI regional office. On the Western Balkan
route, the country also faces the issue of increasing migration flows.

The Commission's 2014 progress report sees progress in the area of foreign, security and defence policy as 'on
track'. It deplores, however, the fact that the rate of Serbia's alignment with EU declarations and Council decisions
in this field has dropped to 62% (89% in 2013). Serbia has not joined EU sanctions triggered by Russia's annexation
of Crimea. In a 2015 resolution, the EP calls on Serbia to align with EU foreign policy on Russia. The text also
mentions Serbia's hosting persons subject to EU visa bans and carrying out military drills with the Russian army.

Possible developments
Militarily neutral since 2007, Serbia is not considering membership of any military alliance. It has neither
applied to join NATO, as support for membership is not strong, nor is it considering moving beyond CTSO
observer status. Its foreign policy, however, is not perceived as free of contradiction, but as a balancing act
between EU accession and closer alliance with Russia. Key to controlling EU energy supply routes, Serbia may
become a 'new playground' for regional rivalry between Russia and the West. Regional stability is crucial for
long-term EU security, and conflict prevention will remain a vital part of the European Security Strategy
currently under revision. Russia is reinforcing its presence through investment, fuel and gas sector control,
stronger ties with Serb minorities in its neighbours, and support for Serbia's position on Kosovo in the UN. As
no further enlargement is planned during the current Commission's mandate, concerns are raised that a
'political vacuum' may be created, in turn facilitating extended Russian influence in the region.
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