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Introduction 

 

Four EU-Serbia Delegation (D-RS) members took part in the delegation to Serbia to participate 

in the 11th Stabilisation and Association Parliamentary Committee (SAPC) meeting and to 

adopt joint Recommendations for Serbia. The delegation assessed the political situation on the 

ground and took stock of the latest developments in the country as regard relations with the EU, 

including on the mutually agreed reforms and the EU-facilitated dialogue between Belgrade 

and Pristina.  

 

In Belgrade, the delegation met EU member states’ diplomats residing in Serbia, civil society 

representatives and the political leadership. The meetings allowed in-depth and frank 

discussions on the countries’ engagement on the reform path towards the European Union as 

well as on the state of play of the dialogue facilitated by the EU.  

 

The meetings took place against the background of the first round of the EP-facilitated 

Inter-Party Dialogue (IPD), which had taken place mid-October, and the non-decision on 

opening accession negotiations with North-Macedonia and Albania the week before at the 

Brussels meeting of heads of states and governments of EU member states. 

 

Summary  

 

The EP is perceived as a credible facilitator whose mediation role could help easing tension 

between majority and opposition in view of the 2020 parliamentary elections. The Serbian 

government and the parliamentary majority have taken some initial measures to improve the 

electoral climate, including the prohibition of misuse of public resources for political purposes 

and the revision of the voters’ register, within the framework of its newly established working 

group on electoral reform. The first draft of a new Media Strategy is ready for finalisation and 

implementation. Some improvements were achieved in parliamentary procedures including the 

end to filibustering against opposition in the National Assembly. Negotiations on the SAPC 

conclusions and recommendations took place in a constructive climate and the EP delegation’s 

priorities were integrated into the final text. 

 

Polarization between majority and opposition is still significant and inter-party trust remains 

low. The government has announced trust-building measures improving the electoral conditions 

but the concrete results are still to be assessed. Moreover, these efforts should also be reflected 

in the political discourse, which is still highly belligerent. Concerns about media pluralism, 

freedom of expression and limited space for the opposition still persist and exacerbate tensions. 

In this context, the opposition is increasingly fragmented and strategically torn between 

participating in the 2020 elections and boycotting them. A preference for boycott is emerging 

though. The Council non-decision on opening negotiations with North-Macedonia and Albania 

further increased the already existing frustration and disappointment with the slow pace of 

negotiations.  

 
 

Principal points and conclusions 

 

During their visit to Belgrade MEPs met with (in chronological order): 

 

• EU Ambassador and Ambassadors of the Troika (FI, RO, HR) 

• Minister of Interior Nebojša Stefanović  

• Prime Minister, Ana Brnabić  
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• The President of the Republic of Serbia, Aleksandar Vučić  

• Representatives of the civil society and journalists associations 

• Members of the Serbia Delegation of the EU-Serbia Stabilisation and Association Committe 

 

The EP-facilitated Inter-Party Dialogue was welcomed by all interlocutors and there were great 

expectations for the second round of mediation on 14 November. MEPs underlined the urgency 

to implement the concrete proposals to improve conditions for holding parliamentary elections

put forward by the Government and included in the conclusions of the first round of the IPD. 

Substantial progress was also urgently due before the arrival of the planned needs assessment 

mission of ODIHR in November. MEPs insisted on the full implementation of ODHIR 

Recommendations, which should lead to a tangible improvement of the electoral sphere. MEPs 

pointed out the importance of creating a level playing field for all political parties participating 

in the elections, including having equal access to media and especially to the public 

broadcasters. In that regard they welcomed the scheduling of a hearing in the National 

Assembly on 12 November on the role and conduct of the Regulator of the Electronic Media 

(REM) and called for all parties and stakeholders to participate fully and put forward concrete 

proposals. 

Despite the important contribution of the EP, the dialogue between majority and opposition 

face some challenges, including an aggressive political discourse, which further exacerbates 

tensions. MEPs stressed that an inclusive and transparent electoral reform was crucial in order 

to rebuild trust between majority and opposition. MEPs urged all parties to accept the invitation 

from the European Parliament and fully engage and constructively participate in the upcoming 

second round of the Inter-Party Dialogue. Moreover, fragmentation and division are weakening 

the opposition as showed in the SAPC meeting, where only two opposition MPs participated. 

With regard to the announced boycott of the spring elections by the main opposition group, 

MEPs stressed that the Parliament needs to be the place for democratic debate and called on 

opposition parties to refrain from boycotting the workings of the National Assembly and the 

2020 parliamentary elections. 

MEPs noted that certain improvements in the practices and procedures of the National 

Assembly had already taken place, including the significant reduction in filibustering and 

regrouping of unrelated items under the same agenda points. They stressed the European 

Parliament’s continued commitment to help overcome the difficulties in the National Assembly 

faced in both its legislative and scrutiny activities, which will be focused on within the second 

phase of the IPD to take place after the 2020 elections. 

The recent European Council’s non-decision on negotiations with Albania and North 

Macedonia caused disappointment and increased scepticism over the country’s European path. 

Nevertheless Serbia’s commitment to EU accession remains unchanged. Belgrade is looking 

for full-fledged membership and rules out any other option including special partnership or 

association. MEPs stress the European Parliament’s continued support for Serbia’s EU path. 

MEPs made it clear to their counterparts that Serbia needed to deliver convincing results, 

including a sustainable track record in areas of concern such as the judiciary, freedom of 

expression and the fight against corruption and organized crimes, since progress in chapters 23 

and 24 will be the basis for the Members States for giving their agreement for further openings. 

MEPs also stressed that violence and intimidation against journalists should not be taking place 

in a country aspiring to join the EU. They opined that Serbia needs a pluralistic media landscape 
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with adequate financing and safeguards to protect journalists, including representatives of local 

media and condemned any interference in the activities of media and journalists, including in 

the context of elections. The preparation of the media strategy under the coordination of the 

Prime Minister and with the involvement of CSOs was welcomed, however the role of the 

Regulatory Body for Electronic Media (REM) remains crucial to improving the electoral 

process. CSOs claimed that REM is currently unfit to ensure a level-playing field for all political 

parties including having equal access to media and especially to public broadcaster. 

Frustration and pessimism prevailed on the government side about the possible outcome of the 

Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue claiming that Serbia received effective support only from the US, 

but not from the EU, to overcome the current stalemate. CSOs stressed that Kosovo is becoming 

a more prominent issue in the political agenda of Serbia. All interlocutors underlined a 

deterioration in the relationship between Belgrade and Pristina, which according to the Serbian 

side is due to the introduction of the 100% custom tariffs on Serb goods by Kosovo, the delay 

in establishing the Association of Kosovar Serb municipalities and the establishment of a 

Kosovar army. MEPs stressed that normalisation in the relationship between Serbia and Kosovo 

is a pre-condition for EU membership and called on the newly elected Kosovar authorities to 

suspend the 100% customs tariffs on goods produced in Serbia.  

 

The EP delegation expressed concern about Serbia’s decision to adhere to the Euro-Asian 

Economic Union on 25 October 2019. This decision was justified by all Serb institutional 

interlocutors as a temporary one, which will be removed “when Serbia joins the EU”. The Serb 

counterparts, including Prime Minister Brnabic, expressed their concern over the impact the 

EU rebalancing measures in reaction to US tariffs could have on the Serbian steel sector and 

called on European authorities to consider an exemption for Serbia’s steel products. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The D-RS delegation to Belgrade demonstrated that the European Parliament continues to see 

the region as a key priority. The timely visit to Serbia allowed the MEPs to discuss key issues 

in Serbia’s European path with a variety of interlocutors. Members used this occasion to urge 

policymakers in Serbia to urgently step up electoral reform ahead of the spring 2020 elections 

in order to ensure an effective level playing field. They also called on the opposition to 

participate in the works of the National Assembly, including the SAPC and the upcoming round 

of the EP-facilitated IPD as well as to refrain from boycotting the upcoming elections.  

 

In the context of the standstill in the EU-facilitated dialogue, MEPs requested for the dialogue 

between Belgrade and Pristina to be relaunched, calling on both sides to contribute to a 

conducive environment and as the first step called for the Pristina authorities to suspend the 

100% customs tariffs on goods produced in Serbia and Bosnia.  

 

Possible follow-up 

 

Mission findings will feed into the AFET work on the 2019 progress reports on Serbia. They 

come at a crucial time in the run-up to Serbia’s 2020 spring elections, which are expected to be 

carried out under free and fair conditions and with full participation of the opposition. 
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