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Serbia: Political parties and the EU
Since the 1990s, one of the main dividing lines between Serbian political parties has been their
position on European integration. The past two decades have seen growing dynamism to political
life in Serbia, with new parties emerging and old ones changing from anti- to pro-EU views,
nuancing their rhetoric in line with public attitudes. The start of accession talks with the EU in
January 2014 indicates the attenuation of previously sharp divisions vis-à-vis the EU.

Electoral system
Serbia is a parliamentary democracy with a multi-party system. In theory, the first pluralistic democratic
elections were held in 1990. In practice, political competition was neither allowed, nor possible in the 1990s
under an authoritarian regime, with Serbia isolated by a trade embargo and a variety of economic sanctions.
The 'Bulldozer Revolution' of 5 October 2000 forced Slobodan Milošević, former President of Yugoslavia and
Serbia (1989-2000), and a key player in the break-up of Yugoslavia and the 1990s Balkan wars, to step down.
This marked the beginning of liberalisation.
Parliamentary elections are held every four years. Serbia applies a party-list proportional representation
system, with a 5% threshold for entering parliament. In May 2012, for the first time since 2000, former allies
of the old regime returned to power. The government called early elections on 16 March 2014, stating the
need for legitimacy in carrying out reforms: 19 lists of candidates competed. The outcome was a triumphant
Serbian Progressive Party (SNS), which swept away the opposition in a 'political tsunami'. The SNS-led
electoral list, entitled 'The Future We Believe In', which includes the Social Democratic Party of Serbia
(SDPS), New Serbia (NS), Serbian Renewal Movement (SPO) and the Socialist Movement (PS), won 158 seats
out of 250. Its main partner in the new coalition government is the Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS).

Political parties represented in Parliament, and the EU question
A formal 'anti-EU' stance in Serbia today is the exception. None of the parties critical of the EU is represented
in parliament. Some parties have been pro-EU from the outset, while others gradually accepted the EU path
as a means of political survival. Research shows that party ideology and political affiliations were not key to
defining views on the EU. Their current political role (whether in power or not), regional circumstances
(Kosovo’s situation), and the international context (the economic crisis) all had more weight in this respect.
Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) – successful transformation
In 2015, SNS’s founders (Tomislav Nikolić and Aleksandar Vučić) are President and Prime Minister of Serbia.
A centre-right, conservative, pro-European party today, SNS split from SRS in 2008, on account of the EU
question. After 2000, anti-EU discourse was irrelevant to attracting voters, and most members moved to the
new party. Closer relations with the EU meant economic survival, but also flexibility on Kosovo, whose 2008
declaration of independence, and Serbia’s unwillingness to recognise it, is an obstacle to EU integration. SNS,
however, has achieved progress on Kosovo. Thanks to the party’s nationalist past, voters remained engaged,
and did not see this progress as a betrayal of national interests. Vučić is credited with SNS's success. Once a
pro-Russian nationalist, and a former Information Minister from the Radical Party under Milošević, he is now
pro-European, and has admitted previous faults. 'The man who can get things done' has proven a flexible
politician. Fighting corruption and organised crime are seen as SNS successes. Criticism, however, highlights
media control and use of anti-opposition propaganda. The EPP is considering SNS's membership application.
SNS is backed by four allies in 'The Future We Believe In' group. The Serbian Renewal Movement (SPO),
founded in 1990, strongly pro-European and a supporter of Kosovo's recognition, is a minor partner, with six
seats in parliament. New Serbia, also with six seats, was established in 1998 by a former SPO member. The
two other members – SDPS and PS – hold ten and three seats respectively.
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Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS): breaking ties with the past
Milošević's SPS ruled Serbia in the 1990s. In 1999, its authoritarian and nationalist policies caused
international isolation and NATO military intervention. Upon Milošević's death in 2006, SPS decided to break
ties with the past and turn to the EU. Since 2008, it supports all steps towards EU accession, provided these
do not require recognising Kosovo's independence. However, since 2010, even SPS has moderated its stance
on Kosovo. In 2014, SPS participated in the election together with the Party of United Pensioners of Serbia
(PUPS) and United Serbia (US) and obtained 44 seats in the parliament. SPS's leader, Ivica Dačić is first Deputy
Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs in the new government. SPS aims to obtain membership of the
Socialist International (SI) and the Party of European Socialists (PES), but has not yet been admitted.
The Democratic Party (DS): largest party in opposition
DS was established in 1990, as the first opposition party to the Milošević regime. Its leader Zoran Đinđić was
a key player in the Bulldozer revolution. Assassinated in 2003, he became a symbol of the struggle for
democratic and economic reforms. Of the anti-Milošević opposition parties, traditionally present in
parliament since 2000, only the Democratic Party (DS) returned in 2014. Weakened by internal struggles and
a split just before the elections, DS gained 19 seats in 2014, (down from 67 in 2012). It is the largest
opposition party in the new parliament. DS is a firm supporter of Serbia’s accession to the EU. A PES
associate party since 2006, it is also striving to renew its links with the S&D group.
Other parties represented in Parliament
DS’s former leader and former President of Serbia, Boris Tadić, who left DS in January 2014, set up the New
Democratic Party (NDS) just before the elections. Together with the Greens under the name 'NDS-Z' it won
18 seats, but the two parties soon split, seeking their own identities. From October 2014, NDS is known as
the 'Social Democratic Party'. The ethnic minority parties that won seats in 2014 are the Alliance of
Vojvodina Hungarians (an observer member of the EPP) with six seats, the Sandžak Party of Democratic
Action with three seats, and the ethnic Albanian Party for Democratic Action with two seats.

Political parties not represented in parliament
Several 'veteran' parties, traditionally in parliament, did not obtain enough votes to pass the 5% threshold.
The Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), one of the strongest proponents of EU integration and accession to
NATO. LDP split from DS in 2005. It supported the break with the old regime and complete change of policy
on Kosovo. A liberal voice in Serbian politics, its previous stance on Kosovo kept it out of any ruling coalition.
LDP is a member of the ALDE party since 2008.
The Democratic Party of Serbia (DSS) is an anti-European, pro-Russian party with a hard line on Kosovo. Set
up in 1992 by former members of DS, its leader Vojislav Koštunica was President (2000-03) and head of two
governments (2004-08). In 2008, DSS, a member of the ruling coalition, opposed signing the SAA with the
EU, an issue which provoked early elections, in May 2008. Kosovo independence and the EU's support
thereof, confirmed its anti-EU stance. DSS was an EPP associate member until 2012.
The Serbian Radical Party (SRS) remains dedicated to the idea of a 'Greater Serbia' (a policy of uniting 'all
Serbian lands' in a Serbian state, including Serbia, Montenegro, Macedonia and parts of Croatia and BiH).
Reluctant to reform, SRS maintains its nationalistic rhetoric and opposition to Kosovo's independence and
the EU. Vojislav Šešelj, on trial before the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY)
since 2007, for alleged war crimes, is still SRS's formal leader. In November 2014, he was temporarily
released for health reasons, a decision opposed by an EP resolution.

In 2009 Serbia applied for EU membership and was granted candidate country status in March 2012. Two key
issues have marked EU-Serbia relations: cooperation with the ICTY and Kosovo. Serbia met the first requirement
and is making progress towards the second. EU membership is not conditional upon recognition of Kosovo, given
that it is also not recognised by five Member States. Normalisation of relations is required, however, as stated in
the latest Commission progress report. After a breakthrough agreement was reached in 2013, bilateral talks
stalled in 2014, due to elections and government formation in Belgrade and Pristina. High-level dialogue resumed
on 9 February 2015. In its 11 March 2015 resolution on Serbia's Progress Report, the EP commends Belgrade's
commitment to the European integration process and underlines that 'full normalisation of relations between
Serbia and Kosovo would facilitate Serbia’s accession to the EU'. In the preceding plenary debate, Commissioner
Johannes Hahn stated that bilateral disputes should not hamper the overall accession process.
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