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JOINT DECLARATIONEN



The EU-Serbia Civil Society Joint Consultative Committee (JCC) is one of the bodies set up under the Stabilisation and Association Agreement between the European Union and Serbia. The JCC enables civil society organisations (CSOs) from both sides to monitor Serbia’s progress towards the European Union, and to adopt recommendations for the attention of the government of Serbia and the EU institutions. The JCC understands the notion of civil society as encompassing organisations of employers, trade unions and other economic, social and civic interests.

The JCC is made up of 18 members, nine from each side, representing the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) and Serbian civil society. During its current term, the JCC is co-chaired by Tasos Yiapanis, Secretary-General of Panagrotikos Farmers’ Union and Boško Savković, Secretary-General of the Serbian Association of Employers. 

The meeting was held in Brussels. The JCC discussed the current state of play in EU-Serbia relations and in Serbia’s accession process negotiations with the EU, the current large-scale protests and their impact on civil society organisations in Serbia, preparations in view of EXPO 2027, and an overview of the state of democracy and the rule of law in Serbia.
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1. [bookmark: _Toc193463355][bookmark: _Toc194563586]On the state of play in EU-Serbia relations and accession process

[bookmark: _Toc193463356][bookmark: _Toc194483977][bookmark: _Toc194563587]The JCC

1.1. reiterates regret over the absence of progress since the opening of negotiations under cluster 4 on the Green Agenda and sustainable connectivity in December 2021, and expresses its support for a swift opening of cluster 3 – Competitiveness and inclusive growth; 

1.2. considers that support for opening Cluster 3 should be linked to overcoming the current stalemate in Serbia’s EU integration process and hopes for renewed commitment to reforms and inclusive dialogue, which would create the necessary conditions for further progress in the accession negotiations;

1.3. welcomes the continuation of the EESC’s Enlargement Candidate Members (ECMs)[footnoteRef:1] initiative and expresses gratitude to the Serbian ECMs for their active participation and valuable contributions to the EESC’s work. It encourages other EU institutions to follow this example and further explore a gradual integration approach; [1: 		Enlargement Candidate Members’ Initiative, EESC.] 


1.4. urges the European Commission to take decisive action on EU enlargement and breathe new life into the transformative power of accession through focusing on fundamental EU values as defined in Article 2 of the Treaty of the EU. At the same time, the EU must proactively ensure its readiness to accommodate new Member States while preserving its effectiveness and decision-making capacity;

1.5. stresses that achieving full alignment with membership criteria by the end of 2026, as announced by the Serbian authorities, must be supported by concrete actions, and full implementation of reforms, including those committed to in Serbia’s Reform Agenda under the New Growth Plan for the Western Balkans in a fully transparent and inclusive manner, that demonstrate Serbia’s genuine commitment to EU values and standards instead of bare-bones legislative processes. Furthermore, it calls on both the Serbian authorities and EU institutions to improve communication on the benefits of EU membership and the extent of EU support provided to date.

1.6. reiterates its support for all initiatives and agreements conducive to unleashing greater potential from regional cooperation and speeding up the accession process while contributing to good neighborly relations and economic development, including the New Growth Plan for the Western Balkans[footnoteRef:2],[footnoteRef:3], the Berlin Process[footnoteRef:4], the Regional Cooperation Council[footnoteRef:5], the Central European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA), the Western Balkans 6 Chamber Investment Forum[footnoteRef:6] and fostering the Common Regional Market; highlights the essential role of civil society in promoting good neighbourly relations and regional stability, particularly through fostering trust, reconciliation and deeper cooperation across the region. [2:  		New Growth Plan for the Western Balkans. ]  [3:  		Common Regional -Market Action Plan 2025-2028 (cefta.int).]  [4:  		Berlin Process.]  [5:  		Regional Cooperation Council. ]  [6:  		Western Balkans 6 Chamber Investment Forum – WB6 CIF.] 


1.7. while implementing the Reform Agenda, reaffirms its call for the inclusion of civil society and social partners and reiterates the importance of the creation of country-monitoring committees to oversee and coordinate the Plan, in accordance with the EESC’s opinion New growth plan and Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans[footnoteRef:7] and in line with the monitoring and reporting arrangements outlined in the Facility Agreement under the Reform and Growth Facility, which includes the obligation for the Commission and the beneficiary to set up a co-chaired monitoring committee. This monitoring committee shall be composed of relevant stakeholders, including civil society organisations; [7:  		New growth plan and Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans, EESC.] 


1.8. looks forward to the adoption of the European Parliament’s Report on Serbia[footnoteRef:8] and urges the Serbian authorities to carefully consider its findings and work toward translating the recommendations into tangible reforms; [8:  		Draft report Serbia, Tonino Picula.] 


1.9. expresses concern over significant shortcomings and even backsliding in key areas, especially as regards the Fundamentals cluster, and urges Serbia to deliver quickly and decisively on those essential reforms in a genuine manner;

1.10. urges all political actors to address the underlying issues fuelling public discontent and to ensure that the process of forming a new government aligns with democratic norms and the aspirations of the Serbian citizens.

1.11. calls on the European Commission to postpone designating the Jadar project as a strategic priority for the EU. The JCC warns that such a designation could further erode the already fragile public trust in the EU integration process among Serbian citizens and pose significant risks for the EU, given the persistent shortcomings in Serbia’s rule of law and judicial independence.

2. [bookmark: _Toc193463357][bookmark: _Toc194563588]On student protests in Serbia

[bookmark: _Toc193463358][bookmark: _Toc194483979][bookmark: _Toc194563589]The JCC

2.1. has closely followed the large-scale protests and marches in Serbia following the tragedy in Novi Sad. It fully supports and stands with the EESC’s statement[footnoteRef:9] published on 17 January 2025, recognising the EESC as the first EU institution to express support to the calls of Serbian youth for justice, accountability and functional institutions; [9:  		Statement on the Right to Peaceful Assembly in Serbia, EESC.] 


2.2. urges other EU institutions and senior officials to take a clear and decisive stance on the ongoing events in Serbia and avoid engaging in actions which might give the impression of ignoring or downplaying the situation. Addressing it is essential to upholding the EU’s credibility in promoting its core values, particularly democracy, human rights and the rule of law, as the main conditions to join the EU;

2.3. calls on the European Public Prosecutor's Office to thoroughly investigate potential misuse of EU funds in the reconstruction of the Novi Sad railway station and other large investment projects funded in Serbia;

2.4. commends the EESC for emphasising the need to prevent the escalation of tensions ahead of the 15 March 2025[footnoteRef:10] protest (15th for 15). As regards the alleged use of acoustic weapons against citizens during their tribute to the victims of tragedy in Novi Sad, the JCC calls for full disclosure of information regarding the devices used and demands a thorough investigation into their possible deployment; [10:  	Serbia: The right to peaceful protest must be respected and any escalation prevented, EESC.] 


2.5. condemns any use of force against and detention of peaceful protestors and calls on the Serbian authorities to stop instigating violence with inflammatory statements and to engage in legal proceedings to hold those responsible accountable;

2.6. condemns dismissal or intimidation of individuals employed by the public sector due to their or their family members' participation in student protests. Such actions represent a clear violation of fundamental rights, including freedom of expression and freedom of assembly.

2.7. reiterates once again the importance of young people for the future of Serbia and therefore the importance of taking measures to create future prospects and opportunities for young people, enabling them to stay in the country and prosper. Once again, the JCC urges the Serbian authorities to establish a policy framework to ensure effective youth empowerment, engagement and participation in decision making, and increase efforts to improve the credibility of the institutions in order to gain the trust of young people.
 
3. [bookmark: _Toc194563590][bookmark: _Toc193463359][bookmark: _Toc194563591]On civil society environment

[bookmark: _Toc193463360][bookmark: _Toc194483981][bookmark: _Toc194563592]The JCC

3.1. regrets that Serbia has been included on the CIVICUS Monitor Watchlist for the third time and categorised as obstructed[footnoteRef:11]. It urges the Serbian authorities to take meaningful steps to reverse this negative trend and foster an environment where civil society can operate freely and without fear of reprisal; [11:  	Serbia Watchlist 2025, Civicus Monitor.] 


3.2. fully stands with the EESC’s statement on Serbia[footnoteRef:12] and condemns the unprecedented recent raids on civil society organisations. The JCC calls on the Higher Public Prosecutor’s Office to clarify the legal basis for these investigations and stands in solidarity with the affected organisations, recognising their crucial role in building a democratic society; [12:  	Statement on Serbia, EESC.] 


3.3. denounces the unlawful detention, expulsion and entry bans of EU citizens[footnoteRef:13], members of civil society, and calls on the authorities to uphold democratic principles by ensuring that civil society organisations and their members can operate without fear of harassment or unjustified legal actions; [13:  	The National Convention on the European Union (NCEU) condemns the intimidation and deportation of 14 foreign citizens from Serbia, EU Konvent.] 


3.4. expresses concern over the standing proposal of the Law on Agents of Foreign Influence, introduced to the National Assembly in November 2024. The JCC welcomes the fact that it was not debated in the plenary session before the Government’s dissolution, and urges that it be fully withdrawn from the procedure before the National Assembly;

3.5. firmly condemns revelations of Serbia’s use of advanced spyware to monitor journalists, activists and civil society organisations[footnoteRef:14]. The JCC calls on the Serbian authorities to cease unlawful surveillance, conduct transparent investigations and enable civil society in Serbia to operate without fear of surveillance; [14:  	Serbia: A Digital Prison: Surveillance and the suppression of civil society in Serbia: Executive Summary, Amnesty International.] 


3.6. once again strongly condemns all smear campaigns, blacklists, unjustified detentions or any other attempt to silence the voices of Serbian civil society and academia, including calls for arrest of the rector of the University of Belgrade and assault on the dean of the Faculty of Philosophy of the University of Nis. The JCC also calls on officials, including the government and members of National Assembly, to refrain from spreading inflammatory rhetoric against representatives of civil society.

4. [bookmark: _Toc194563593]On democratic institutions and rule of law

The JCC

4.1. reiterates its call on the Serbian authorities to implement recommendations identified in the 2024 Rule of Law report for Serbia[footnoteRef:15], and take concrete and effective measures regarding:  [15:  	Commission’s Rule of Law report on Serbia (europa.eu).] 

· political pressures on the judiciary and the prosecution service;
· deficiencies in the functioning of democratic institutions, including electoral framework and functioning of the Serbian parliament;
· shortcomings in enforcement of anti-corruption framework; 
· issues related to media pluralism, media independence, media ownership and safety and protection of journalists;

4.2. expresses deep concern regarding the undue influence exerted by high-ranking political figures on the judiciary, particularly the prosecution. This includes the selective initiation of anti-corruption efforts and investigations targeting civil society organizations and activists engaged in public assemblies. The JCC emphasizes the importance of ensuring effective functioning of established mechanisms designed to safeguard judicial independence, particularly within the High Judicial and High Prosecutorial Council;

4.3. notes with concern the perceived passivity or selective approach of the Ombudsman in monitoring allegations of fundamental rights violations, which may affect the institution’s independence in protecting human rights. While the JCC welcomes the initiation of proceedings related to the findings of Amnesty International’s ‘Digital Prison’ report[footnoteRef:16], it encourages the institution to fully uphold its mandate, ensuring equal treatment without discrimination, particularly in relation to the National Prevention Mechanism's activities and its findings concerning activists and protesters in detention; [16:  	Amnesty International, “A Digital Prison”: Surveillance and the suppression of civil society in Serbia, December 2024] 


4.4. reaffirms its support for individuals and organizations facing pressure while advocating for democratic values, fundamental rights, and environmental protection. The JCC stresses that the right to public assembly is a fundamental pillar of any democratic society and expresses deep concern over growing efforts to suppress dissent and restrict civil liberties. 

5. [bookmark: _Toc193463361][bookmark: _Toc194563594]On media freedom

[bookmark: _Toc193463362][bookmark: _Toc194483984][bookmark: _Toc194563595]The JCC

5.1. expresses concern over the lack of media pluralism in Serbia, noting that the absence of diverse national media outlets undermines the public’s right to information and weakens democratic accountability. The JCC urges the Serbian authorities to take immediate and effective action to remove obstacles to media freedom, combat disinformation and ensure that journalists can work without fear of intimidation or censorship;

5.2. regrets that the selection process for new members of the Regulatory Authority for Electronic Media (REM) has been overshadowed by allegations of irregularities and violations of the electronic media law. These concerns about the REM’s independence and effectiveness as a media regulator further contribute to the lack of pluralism and transparency in Serbia’s media landscape;

5.3. condemns the obstruction of journalists from EU countries denied entry to Serbia to report on the student protests, despite possessing proper accreditation and traveling in clearly marked vehicles with professional equipment;

5.4. denounces the spread of misinformation, including the examples of allegations of a ‘colour revolution on foreign orders from the West’ or defamatory rhetoric about Romanian citizens[footnoteRef:17] and other neighbouring countries; [17:  	https://informer.rs/hronika/vesti/999015/obijanje-stanova-rumuni-beograd-protest.] 


5.5.  calls for immediate action to improve the safety of journalists, enact strong protections against strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs) and guarantee that journalists’ work is not obstructed through legal or extrajudicial means. The JCC calls on state officials across all branches of government, including those from public and state-owned companies, to refrain from initiating SLAPPs against investigative journalists. Additionally, the JCC emphasizes that the failure to prosecute perpetrators of physical attacks on journalists, such as in the case of Vuk Cvijić, sets a concerning precedent that could encourage further violence against media workers;

5.6. expresses appreciation to the Serbian authorities for their role in securing the release of the Belarusian journalist Andrej Gnyot in the autumn of 2024.; 

5.7. looks forward to the contributions of the Serbian ECMs in the work on the EESC’s opinion Labour rights for journalists and media professionals as a safeguard for independence and truthful information[footnoteRef:18]. [18:  	Labour rights for journalists and media professionals as a safeguard for independence and truthful information, EESC.] 


6. [bookmark: _Toc193463363][bookmark: _Toc194563596]On preparations for EXPO 2027 

[bookmark: _Toc193463364][bookmark: _Toc194483986][bookmark: _Toc194563597]The JCC

6.1. expresses concerns about the lex specialis[footnoteRef:19], which exempts special-purpose state owned enterprises involved in the EXPO 2027 project from adhering to the standard Public Procurement Law and considers that awarding contracts under this law can potentially lead to discrimination, unfair competition and nepotism, non-transparent subcontracting, no legal protection of economic operators, inflated pricing, weak oversight mechanisms and irregularities in emergency procurement; [19:  	Law on Special Procedures for the Realization of the International Specialized Exhibition EXPO BELGRADE 2027 (Official Gazette of the RS, No. 92/2023).] 


6.2. expresses regret that the special law on EXPO was not submitted to any public consultation in any of the steps of its adoption and revision. Moreover, the draft law was not submitted to the Anti‑Corruption Agency for its opinion;

6.3. calls upon the Serbian authorities to provide full transparency, including on the award process, selection procedures and costs of the projects on all procurements related to the EXPO 2027, including those based on direct agreements, such are intergovernmental agreements, or eventually based on standard public procurement procedures;

6.4. calls for a swift evaluation of the constitutionality of Article 14 of the lex specialis for EXPO 2027[footnoteRef:20] and the Decree adopted on the basis thereof; [20:  	Expo-Law-Belgrade-2027.pdf] 


6.5. calls on the Serbian authorities to make sure that simplified and rushed procedures mandated by the lex specialis for EXPO 2027 do not result in oversights and reduced international construction safety and quality standards, nor reduced safety and health of workers. Lack of proper competitive bidding, safety inspections and regulatory scrutiny should not allow unqualified contractors or unsafe practices to affect the integrity of critical infrastructures.

6.6. calls on the Serbian authorities to align proposed amendments to the lex specialis with procedural rules, i.e. to elaborate reasons for proposed amendments, consequences of legislative changes for implementation of construction and environmental standards as well as financial effects of the law, or to withdraw proposed bill from the procedure. Furthermore, public consultation process has to be organized before discussing the draft in the Parliament.  


7. [bookmark: _Toc193463365][bookmark: _Toc194563598]On the social dialogue situation in Serbia 

The JCC

7.1. reaffirms the critical importance of upholding the principle of decent work, which includes written contracts, job security, fair and timely wages and the proper resolution of labour market issues. These issues include promoting collective bargaining, combating corruption and addressing the informal economy. The JCC urges Serbia to advance labour reforms that are in line with international standards of decent work, aiming to enhance both the quality of work and quality of life[footnoteRef:21]. Furthermore, the JCC encourages Serbian authorities to foster an environment conducive to social dialogue, strengthening workers’ rights and establishing effective negotiation mechanisms; [21:  	Key components of sustainable quality work during and after recovery, EESC.] 


7.2. calls once again on the Serbian authorities to translate into action the initiatives put forward to the Social and Economic Council of Serbia (SEC) by representative employees’ and/or employers’ organisations;

7.3. calls once again on the Serbian authorities to speed up their work on implementing the action plan for Chapter 19 on Social policy and employment.

***

The JCC instructs its co-chairs to forward this joint declaration to the EU-Serbia Stabilisation and Association Council, the EU-Serbia Stabilisation and Association Parliamentary Committee (SAPC), the European External Action Service (EEAS), the European Commission and the government of Serbia, all relevant ministries and the Bureau International des Expositions (BIE). The JCC calls for this declaration, like all previous declarations, to be published on the relevant sites and widely distributed by both the EU and Serbian authorities. 

***

In accordance with the EU-Serbia JCC’s Rules of Procedure, this joint declaration was adopted by majority, with one vote in opposition. 

The next JCC meeting is to be held in Belgrade in the second half of 2025. As agreed in the previous meetings, the assessment of an enabling environment for civil society and fulfilment of the Copenhagen political criteria for accession are a permanent part of the JCC’s meeting agenda.
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