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December 2023 Elections in Serbia

Introduction

Serbia will hold parliamentary elections to determine the future composition of the National
Assembly on December 17, 2023. Originally slated for April 30, 2026, Serbian President
Aleksandar Vuci¢ declared a snap election after previously announcing that they could be held
in 2023 or 2024. Along with the parliamentary elections, Vojvodina will hold provincial and local
elections in 65 cities and municipalities, along with the capital Belgrade?.

The election date comes as no surprise. For weeks, the Serbian leader had been campaigning
for the ruling Serbian Progressive Party (SNS), despite the fact that he formally resigned as the
party's leader. In his statement after the election call, Aleksandar Vuc€i¢ argued that "we are
living in a time that is difficult for the whole world, of global challenges, wars and conflicts, when
it is necessary for all of us to be united in the struggle to protect the vital national and state
interests of the Republic of Serbia"?. The presidency of Vuci¢, who was re-elected by a landslide
in general elections in April 2022 and whose nationalist party has 120 seats in the 250-member
parliament, will not be contested in the vote®. However, this parliamentary election is significant
for Serbia's future and regional security in general, because the governing coalition has been
eroding political rights and civil liberties at home (with incidents ranging from supporting violent
incidents in Kosovo, censoring mass media, threating the opposition and restricting its media
coverage among others)?, and Serbia's EU membership progress has stalled, while relations
with Russia and China have strengthened®.

After the 2012 election, the SNS formed a coalition government with the Socialist Party of
Serbia (SPS)®. The SNS lost their parliamentary majority in the 2022 elections, while opposition
parties returned to the National Assembly. However, the United for the Victory of Serbia alliance,
which finished second, was disbanded shortly after the election’. Ana Brnabi¢ has been Prime
Minister since 2017, and her third government were sworn in in October 20228, In 2023, her
government saw many changes, including the resignation of Branko Ruzi¢ from his position as

1 Nicolas Camut and Seb Starcevic, “Serbia’s President Calls Snap Elections for December 17,
POLITICO, October 13, 2023, https://www.politico.eu/article/serbia-president-aleksandar-vucic-calls-snap-
elections-december-17/.

2 AP News, “Serbia’s President Sets Dec. 17 for Snap Parliamentary Election as He Rallies for His
Populist Party,” Associated Press News, November 1, 2023, https://apnews.com/article/serbia-election-
vucic-protests-opposition-f3ba791b80ccf0945ea52a3930ce24b8.

3 John Henley and O’Carroll Lisa, “Serbia’s President Dissolves Parliament and Calls Early Election,” The
Guardian, November 1, 2023, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/nov/01/serbias-president-
dissolves-parliament-and-calls-early-election.

4 Freedom House, “Freedom in the World 2023 - Serbia” (Freedom House, 2023),
https://freedomhouse.org/country/serbia/freedom-world/2023.

5 AP News, “Serbia Names Pro-Russian Politician New Spy Chief,” Associated Press News, December 1,
2022, https://apnews.com/article/europe-moscow-belgrade-serbia-sergey-lavrov-
4006cf83139fc7459f3d9e9f861864fd.

6 Filip Rudic, “Vu€i¢ Wins Serbian Presidential Elections,” Balkan Insight, April 2, 2017,
https://balkaninsight.com/2017/04/02/vucic-wins-serbian-presidential-elections-04-02-2017-1/.

7 Beta, “Grbovi¢ (PSG): Koalicija ,Ujedinjeni Za Pobedu Srbije” Prakticno Ne Postoji,” Danas, April 28,
2022, https://www.danas.rs/vesti/politika/grbovic-psg-koalicija-ujedinjeni-za-pobedu-srbije-prakticno-ne-
postoji/.

8 N1 Beograd, “Izglasana Nova Vlada Srbije, Premijerka i Ministri Polozili Zakletvu,” N1, October 26,
2022, https://nlinfo.rs/vesti/poslanici-izglasali-novu-vladu-srbije/.
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Minister of Education after a Belgrade school shooting of nine people by a 13-year-old pupil®
and the dismissal of Rade Basta after supporting the introduction of sanctions against Russia
for its unprovoked invasion of Ukraine, hence opposing the government’s political stance®®.
More recently, Brnabic¢'s administration was also accused of allegedly being involved in the
North Kosovo crisis, in the context of the Banjska attack, when Serbian militants engaged in a
gunfight with Kosovo police on September 24, resulting in the death of one policeman. Kosovo’s
Prime Minister Albin Kurti stated that she and President Vuci¢ planned and executed the attack
in the region "to destabilize" the country in order to spark a war'l. Moreover, from May to
November 2023, the current administration faced anti-government riots sparked by the Belgrade
school shooting and a mass murder near Mladenovac and Smederevo!?. On the opposite side,
in the context of an ever-increasing number of crises and incidents ending in bloodshed, the
typically split pro-democracy opposition parties decided to unify under the slogan "Serbia
Against Violence" following several months of weekly rallies against Vuci¢ and his
government*s,

Simultaneously, Vojvodina will hold provincial elections on December 17, 2023, to elect
members of the regional Assembly. Originally set for June 30, 2024, the idea of a sudden
election was explored in 2023. The Assembly dissolved itself on November 16, 2023, and set
the election date for December 17, 2023%. Following the 2016 election, a populist coalition led
by Vuci¢’s SNS, the SPS, and the Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians (VMSZ) took control in the
region located in Northern Serbia that encompasses a significant Hungarian minority. The SNS
won a supermajority of seats in the 2020 election®® as a result of an election boycott declared by
the majority of opposition parties (notably the Democratic Party, Dveri, People's Party, and Party
of Freedom and Justice), which formed the Alliance for Serbia and argued that the election
would be frauded?®.

Furthermore, in Belgrade, local elections will be conducted on December 17, 2023, to elect
members of the City Assembly. Just like the parliamentary elections, they were moved on a
shorter notice by the president!’. In response to the announcement, Belgrade Mayor Aleksandar

9 Le Monde, “Serbian Education Minister Resigns after Belgrade School Shooting,” Le Monde, May 7,
2023, https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2023/05/07/serbian-education-minister-resigns-after-
belgrade-school-shooting 6025820 _4.html.

10 RFE/RL’s Balkan Service, “Serbian Economy Minister Dismissed After Calling For Belgrade To Impose
Sanctions On Russia,” Radio Free Europe, July 11, 2023, https://www.rferl.org/a/serbian-economy-
minister-dismissed-russia-sanctions/32499192.html.

11 Xhorxhina Bami and Sasa Dragojlo, “Kosovo PM Accuses Serbia-Backed Gunmen of Shooting Kosovo
Policemen,” Balkan Insight, October 24, 2023, https://balkaninsight.com/2023/09/24/kosovo-pm-accuses-
serbia-backed-gunmen-of-shooting-kosovo-policemen/.

12 Beta, “Opozicija Pozvala Gradane u Setnju Protiv Nasiljia u Ponedeljak,” N1, May 5, 2023,
https://nlinfo.rs/vesti/opozicija-pozvala-gradjane-u-setnju-protiv-nasilja/.

13 BBC News Na Srpskom, “Politika i Izbori: Proevropska Opozicija Se Dogovorila - Svi Zajedno Na Listi
»orbija Protiv Nasilja",” BBC News, October 27, 2023, https://www.bbc.com/serbian/lat/srbija-67241088.

14 Radio Slobodna Evropa, “Raspustena Skupstina Vojvodine, Pokrajinski Izbori Sredinom Decembra,”
Radio Slobodna Evropa, November 16, 2023, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/vojvodina-izbori-
srbija/32687299.html.

15 Gorica Nikolin, “Konac¢ni Rezultati Pokrajinskih Izbora: Mandate Podelilo Sedam Lista, SNS Uzela 76
Od 120 Mandata,” 021, July 2, 2020, https://www.021.rs/story/Izbori-2020/247369/Konacni-rezultati-
pokrajinskih-izbora-Mandate-podelilo-sedam-lista-SNS-uzela-76-0d-120-mandata.html.

16 Gorica Nikolin, “Izbori Za Poslanike u Skupstini Vojvodine - Dupla Imena, Lazne Manjine i Poznati
Igraci,” 021, June 9, 2020, https://www.021.rs/story/lzbori-2020/245495/1zbori-za-poslanike-u-Skupstini-
Vojvodine-dupla-imena-lazne-manjine-i-poznati-igraci.html.

17 Henley and Lisa, “Serbia’s President Dissolves Parliament and Calls Early Election.”
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Sapi¢ of the SNS submitted his resignation to allow the organization of the election, reflecting
Vuci¢’s grip on power. Sapi¢ stepped down as mayor on October 30, 2023, when the Temporary
Council of Belgrade was formed®. Despite winning more votes in the 2022 Belgrade City
Assembly election, the SNS and SPS retained control of the Belgrade administration due to a
single independent councilor who voted in favor of Sapi¢ becoming Belgrade mayor*. Following
the bloody events in May 2023, Sapi¢ faced an unsuccessful removal attempt in October
202220, With nearly complete control of the nation's media, Vuci¢'s nationalists are expected to
win the parliamentary vote once more. The opposition, however, hopes to win the most votes in
Belgrade, a traditional opposition stronghold?:.

Electoral system

In terms of the electoral system, the President of the Republic announces the election of MPs
90 days before the National Assembly's term expires, so that the election can be conducted
within the next 60 days. The National Assembly's 250 members are chosen using closed-list
proportional representation from a single countrywide constituency. Additionally, at least 40% of
candidates on electoral ballots must be women??, Seats are distributed using the d'Hondt
system, with an electoral threshold of 3% of all votes cast waived for ethnic minority parties?®.
The same system is applied in the case of Vojvodina provincial elections and Belgrade local
elections with one exception: in the first case, the parliamentary group led by the SNS, SPS-JS,
and VMSZ proposed changing Vojvodina's election system in September 2023 by prohibiting
coalitions and citizen groups from participating in future elections?*.

Given the low 3% barrier and the large percentage of female candidates, the organization of the
Serbian electoral system may appear to be inclusive at first. In reality, it resembles one of
Vu€i¢’s domestic levers in order to preserve a somewhat stable situation across a vast
ideological spectrum of political forces. The low threshold for a party to enter the National
Assembly paved the way for right-wing factions such as Dveri, NADA, and the Oathkeepers to
enter parliament and present themselves as a better alternative to the SNS's authoritarian rule,
gaining 13.28% of the Progressives' votes?. There could be various explanations for the SNS’s
slight vote loss to the nationalists. Domestically, even while the electoral system itself permits

18 B. N., “Aleksandar éapié Podneo Ostavku Na Mesto Gradonacelnika Beograda,” N1, October 29, 2023,
https://nlinfo.rs/vesti/aleksandar-sapic-podneo-ostavku/.

19 Danas, “Vuk Stani¢: Ratni Veteran Koji Je Obezbedio Vec¢inu SNS i SPS u Skupstini Grada,” Nova.Rs,
June 11, 2022, https://nova.rs/vesti/politika/ko-je-preletac-vuk-stanic-koji-je-obezbedio-vecinu-sns-i-sps-u-
beogradu/.

20 Beta, “SSP Trazi Hitnu Smenu Sapi¢a Zbog Nezakonite Legalizacije Dogradenog Stana,” N1, October
13, 2022, https://nlinfo.rs/vesti/ssp-trazi-hithu-smenu-sapica-zbog-nezakonite-legalizacije-dogradjenog-
stana/.

21 AP News, “Serbia’s President Sets Dec. 17 for Snap Parliamentary Election as He Rallies for His
Populist Party.”

22 National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia, “Elections and Electoral System,” n.d.,
http://www.parlament.gov.rs/national-assembly/role-and-mode-of-operation/elections-and-electoral-
system.502.html.

23 Snezana Rakic, “Electoral Threshold Reduced to 3%,” Serbian Monitor, January 13, 2020,
https://www.serbianmonitor.com/en/electoral-threshold-reduced-to-3/.

24 021.rs, “021.Rs: Promena Izbornih Pravila u Vojvodini — Nema Koalicije Stranaka i Grupa Gradana,”
N1, October 29, 2023, https://nlinfo.rs/vesti/021-rs-promena-izbornih-pravila-u-vojvodini-nema-koalicije-
stranaka-i-grupa-gradjana/.

25 Miladin Kovacevi¢, “Izbori Za Narodne Poslanike Narodne Skupstine Republike Srbije” (Belgrade:
Republi¢ki zavod za statistiku, 2022), https://publikacije.stat.gov.rs/G2022/Pdf/G20226010.pdf.
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opposition parties to participate in elections, the Vuci¢ regime maintains a firm grasp on the
media as a useful instrument for securing party seats and upholding its political position, not to
mention that he was accused of ‘bribing voters’ ahead of the April 3, 2022 elections?®. Then
there's the COVID-19 pandemic, during which some right-wing voters were skeptical of the
government's pro-vaccination attitude and rejected the severe measures VucCi¢ enforced at the
onset of the pandemic, which sparked protests in 2020%’. Vuci¢, on this basis, uses such far-
right, pro-Russian, and conspiracy-promoting parties to depict himself as a voice of reason, a
guarantor of "peace and stability”" in the face of chaos. Externally, the Serbian election system
has given Vuci¢ the long-term electoral benefit of being perceived as the only leader with the
credibility to deal with the country's major strategic issues on the international stage. These
include maintaining relations with Kosovo and Belgrade's diplomatic balancing act between
Russia, China, and the EU. According to Srdan Majstorovi¢, chairman of the board for the
European Policy Center, “Vuci¢ successfully imposed a narrative that there is no alternative to
him on the Serbian political scene when it comes to collaborating with the West — and foreign
partners bought it. [Also], during the regular visits by high-level international representatives and
political figures, there was rarely a desire or interest to get to know the opposition — probably
so they would not upset Vuci¢ as the alpha and omega of political life in Serbia™?.

Main political coalitions running for the December 2023 snap elections

Aleksandar Vuéié¢ — Together We Can Do Everything is a big tent parliamentary group in the
Serbian National Assembly and the Belgrade City Assembly, led and dominated by the SNS and
the person of President Aleksandar Vuci€. In his early political career, Vuci¢ joined the Serbian
Radical Party (SRS) in 1993, a far-right party whose basic ideology is centered on Serbian
nationalism and the objective of establishing a Greater Serbia, and was elected to the National
Assembly after the 1993 parliamentary election. Later, Vuci¢ was named Minister of Information
in Mirko Marjanovi¢'s administration in March 1998%°. Scholars have described Vuci¢ as a
pivotal person in the development of Serbia's turn-of-the-century political landscape, but
especially of the country’s contested media policies®. After a disagreement with the SRS leader,
Vojislav SeSelj, over the party's support for Serbia's EU membership, he joined Tomislav
Nikoli¢'s Serbian Progressive Party in 2008%!. Aleksandar Vuci¢ has steadily ascended Serbia's

26 Svetla Miteva, “Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic Accused of ‘Bribing Voters,” Euractiv, January 28,
2022, https://www.euractiv.com/section/enlargement/news/serbian-president-aleksandar-vucic-accused-
of-bribing-voters/.

27 VOA News, “Serbian President Retracts COVID-19 Curfew After 60 Hurt in Violence,” Voice of America,
July 8, 2020, https://www.voanews.com/a/covid-19-pandemic_serbian-president-retracts-covid-19-curfew-
after-60-hurt-violence/6192463.html.

28 Una Hajdari, “United Opposition Poses Stern Test for Vuéi¢ in Serbia’s Election,” POLITICO, December
7, 2023, https://www.politico.eu/article/united-opposition-pose-test-serbia-election-aleksandar-
vucic/#:~text="Vu€i¢ successfully imposed a narrative,Policy Center%2C a nongovernmental
organization.

29 The President of the Republic of Serbia, “Biography,” n.d.,
https://www.predsednik.rs/en/president/biography.

30 Guy De Launey, “Serbia Transforming from Pariah to EU Partner,” BBC News, January 21, 2014,
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-25808463.

31 European Pravda, “Why Did Serbian Leadership Announce Snap Elections?,” European Pravda,
November 3, 2023, https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/eng/news/2023/11/3/7172747/.
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political ladder since returning to government in 2012 after a 12-year stint in opposition,
advancing from Defense Minister to Prime Minister before ascending to the presidency?2.

= Tl i bR =
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Figure 1. President Vugic¢ visited the P¢&inj District 6 (2023). Photograph by Srpska napredna
stranka, via Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Predsednik_Vuci¢_obisao_P¢injski_okrug_6.jpg

His ruling center-right SNS party has a complete stranglehold on Serbia's government, judiciary,
and security services, and he has used that grip to paralyze local media, to the extent that only
a few outlets dare to publicize the serious allegations of corruption, cronyism, and voter
intimidation that have dogged his presidency®3. In terms of current electoral coalitions, Vugi¢'s
SNS joined forces with smaller parties from both ends of the ideological spectrum to secure a
majority in the National Assembly: the center-left Social Democratic Party of Serbia (SDPS),
orientated towards the principles of social democracy, anti-fascism, anti-populism, and
solidarity®*, the socially conservative Party of United Pensioners of Serbia (PUPS)%®, the
conservative, populist, and pro-Russian Strength of Serbia Movement (PSS), and the right-wing
populist and a national-conservative Serbian People's Party (SNP)3¢, which favored improved

32 Aleks Eror, “How Aleksandar Vucic Became Europe’s Favorite Autocrat,” Foreign Policy, March 9, 2018,
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/03/09/how-aleksandar-vucic-became-europes-favorite-
autocrat/#cookie_message_anchor.

33 Freedom House, “Freedom in the World 2023 - Serbia.”

34 B92, “Socijaldemokratska Partija Srbije,” B92, n.d.,
https://www.b92.net/info/izbori2012/stranacki_leksikon.php?yyyy=2012&mm=03&dd=12&nav_id=591343.
35 Bojan Cveji¢, Slobodan Spasojevi¢, Dusan Stanojevi¢, Dragan Todosijevi¢, “Electoral Compass 2020,
Analysis of the Political Landscape in Serbia” (Beograd: Heinrich Bo6ll Foundation, 2020),
https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/belgrad/17213.pdf.

36 Milena Antonijevié, “Serbia’s Ex-People’s Party Vice-Chief Forms New People’s Movement,” Euractiv,
August 24, 2023, https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/news/serbias-ex-peoples-party-vice-chief-
forms-new-peoples-movement/.
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ties between Serbia and Russia, are among the most notable members of the coalition®. Still,
the SNS remains the coalition's major political force, a coalition united on the basis of
practicality rather than shared ideologies. That being said, Vuéi¢ secures the majority of his
party in the National Assembly of Serbia through a win-win game and big tent approach,
securing the votes of those parties for SNS while locking his coalition partners several seats in
the legislative body. Externally, despite Serbia's (at least formal) intention to join the EU, both
Vuci¢ and the SNS-led government maintained former President Boris Tadi¢’s "four-pillar policy,"
which seeks cooperation with the European Union, the United States, Russia, and China®. The
signing of the Framework agreement on economic and technological infrastructure cooperation
in 2009 marked the beginning of modern relations between Serbia and China. The initial phase
of cooperation highlighted foreign direct investment (FDI) and revolved primarily around loan
agreements extended by Chinese banks to Serbia to aid in the development of its infrastructure:
some of these projects considered successful in terms of bilateral relations include the Pupin's
Bridge in Belgrade, a section of the E-763 highway, and the Belgrade-Novi Sad high-speed
railwvay®®. Furthermore, following the start of Russia's invasion of Ukraine, the Serbian
government led by the SNS condemned the invasion, but did not impose sanctions on Russia.
Nonetheless, Serbia has been caught circumventing Russian sanctions a number of times: for
example, in July, a Belgian company that manufactures ammunition machinery was barred from
exporting to Serbia after being suspected of violating sanctions on supplying Russia, by re-
exporting the said products®. Finally, SNS supports military neutrality and opposes NATO
membership, despite Serbia's continued military cooperation with NATO*!.

lvica Daci¢é — Prime Minister of Serbia is another big tent populist parliamentary group
encompassing three major political factions — the Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS), the United
Serbia (JS), and the Greens of Serbia (ZS) — and revolving around the personality of lvica
Daci¢, the incumbent first Deputy Prime Minister of Serbia and Minister of Foreign Affairs®.
Daci¢ has been a member of Serbia's Socialist Party (SPS) since its inception in 1991. Since
2006, he has served as President of the Party, which he has transformed into a modern center-
left party with a clear pro-European orientation. Daci¢ served in several republican and federal
parliaments, beginning with the Citizens' Chamber of the Federal Assembly of the Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia in 1992, where he later became the SPS chief whip. He was elected to
the National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia in 2004, where he also led the MP Group of the
coalition rallying around the SPS. He was a member of the National Assembly of the Republic of

37 Danas Online, “Pogledajte Ko Su Kandidati Na Vuéi¢evoj Listi Srbija Ne Sme Da Stane,” Danas,
November 3, 2023, https://www.danas.rs/vesti/politika/izbori-2023/izbori-2023-kandidati-izborna-lista-
srbija-ne-sme-da-stane-aleksandar-vucic/.

38 Norbert Beckmann-Dierkes and Sladan Ranki¢, “Serbian Foreign Policy in the Wake of the War in
Ukraine” (Serbia: Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, 2022),
https://www.kas.de/documents/252038/16191335/Serbian+Foreign+Policy+in+the+Wake+of+the+War+in
+Ukraine.pdf/30d4a7d9-a80a-9f8hb-9ff2-999425df715a?version=1.0&t=1659106333262.

39 CGTN, “Serbia Lauds Deepening Cooperation with China in Infrastructure,” CGTN, June 14, 2023,
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2023-06-14/Serbia-lauds-deepening-cooperation-with-China-in-
infrastructure-1kCJnLDwVyg/index.html.

40 Euractiv, “Belgian Ammo-Machine Firm Banned from Exporting to Serbia,” Euractiv, July 12, 2023,
https://www.euractiv.com/section/enlargement/news/belgian-ammo-machine-firm-banned-from-exporting-
to-serbia/.

41 Beckmann-Dierkes and Ranki¢, “Serbian Foreign Policy in the Wake of the War in Ukraine.”

42 021.rs, “RIK Proglasio Izbornu Listu SPS ‘lvica Daci¢ - Premijer Srbije,” 021, November 4, 2023,
https://www.021.rs/story/Info/Srbija/357474/RIK-proglasio-izbornu-listu-SPS-Ivica-Dacic-premijer-
Srbije.html.
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Serbia's parliamentary delegation to the Council of Europe's Parliamentary Assembly*3. In terms
of foreign relations, he has stated that Serbia will "cooperate with all countries around the world,
advocate for security, stability, and good relations in the Western Balkans, and extend its hand
in reconciliation"**. Supporters claim that his pro-EU stance is evident in the handover of war
criminals Radovan Karadzi¢ and Ratko Mladi¢ during his tenure as Interior Minister, as well as
his role in granting Serbs visa-free travel to the EU%. In relation to Kosovo, his position has
been ambiguous throughout the time: while he advocated for normalization of relations between
Serbia and Kosovo in 2013, he recently stated that the Socialists' policy was based on
defending territorial integrity and sovereignty through dialogue, emphasizing that Kosovo would
not be admitted to the UN and would not be recognized?®. Finally, like his party, he is openly pro-
Russian, even receiving the Order of Friendship from Russian President Vladimir Putin*’.

Figure 2. Ivica Dacic (18 October 2011). Photo by mediaportal.vojvodina.gov.rs, licensed under
CC BY-SA 3.0, via Wikimedia Commons.

Following Daci¢'s election, the SPS shifted to democratic socialism,*® and then to social
democracy in the 2010s. Despite the fact that the SPS remains affiliated and has promoted

43 |vica Dacic, “Ivica Dacic,” Istinomer, n.d., https://english.istinomer.rs/biographies/ivica-dacic/.

44 BBC, “Profile: Prime Minister Ivica Dacic of Serbia,” BBC News, July 27, 2012,
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-19017144.

45 Matt Robinson, “We’ve Changed’: New Serb PM Is Ex-Aide to Milosevic,” Reuters, July 27, 2012,
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-serbia-government-dacic-idUKBRE86Q00820120727/.

46 Kosovo Online, “Dacic: There Is No Entry of Kosovo into the UN and No Recognition,” Kosovo Online,
December 2, 2023, https://lwww.kosovo-online.com/en/news/serbian-elections/dacic-there-no-entry-
kosovo-un-and-no-recognition-2-12-2023.

47 RFE/RL, “Putin Awards Serbia’s Dacic Friendship Medal,” Radio Free Europe, January 31, 2018,
https://www.rferl.org/a/serbia-russia-putin-awards-medal-dacic/29009504.html.

48 Roger East, A Palitical and Economic Dictionary of Eastern Europe (London: Routledge, 2007).
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populist rhetoric, its nationalist image has softened. It is now positioned on the political
spectrum's center-left. Prior to the mid-2000s, SPS was Eurosceptic, as well as anti-globalist
and anti-Western sentiment. It also encouraged anti-imperialist criticism of the European Union
and NATO. After returning to power in 2008, the SPS adopted its support for Serbia’'s accession
to the European Union, as well as a more pro-European image“°. However, the party's stance is
seen as more Europragmatic than Europhilic, as it attempts to cover a broader ideological,
populist platform that embraces a wide range of desirable ideas, such as national sovereignty,
EU accession, and social justice, as is the case with most political options in Serbia in general®®.
In practice, the SPS has a long history of pro-Russian sentiments, which, in the context of the
current elections, may make the SNS-led coalition even more reliant on it in the event of poor
performance®. Another coalition member, the JS, is on the right side of the political spectrum,
and has been described as populist and national-conservative, advocating for regionalism®2.
Last but not least, as an ally of the SPS since 2016, the ZS promotes environmental and
ecological wisdom, social justice and solidarity, direct democracy, green economics,
sustainability, respect for diversity and human rights, and the prevention of all forms of
violence®3. However, as with the SNS-led coalition, the SPS and, in particular, the personality of
Ivica Daci¢ are the coalition's major political force, driven by pragmatism rather than shared
ideological values.

Serbia Against Violence is a coalition of political parties in Serbia that was formed in October
2023 in response to the Serbia Against Violence protests that began in May 2023. During the
protests, the parties organizing the protests increased their cooperation, prompting them to form
a coalition®. Marinika Tepi¢ and Miroslav Aleksi¢ were named as the coalition's parliamentary
candidates, making them the coalition's key figures. Tepi¢ served on the Pancevo election
commission during the 2008 Serbian local elections. In the 2012 and 2016 local elections, she
ran first on the League of Social Democrats of Vojvodina's (LSV) electoral list for the Panéevo
city assembly and was elected when the list received five and six mandates respectively®®.
Marinika Tepi¢, Vice President of the Party of Freedom and Justice (SSP), a coalition member,
is leading the charge against the ruling party. Tepi¢ and her coalition have been outspoken
critics of the current government, accusing it of corruption and authoritarian rule at home. If
elected, they have promised to restore justice, combat corruption, and confiscate illegally
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acquired property®®. In terms of foreign policy, she supports sanctions against Russia because
Serbia must condemn the aggression. Furthermore, Serbia is obligated to support Ukraine
because Ukraine does not recognize Kosovo. Of course, she, like the other coalition members,
is staunchly pro-EU*". Miroslav Aleksic¢ is the president of the People's Movement of Serbia
(NPS) and a prominent opposition figure in Serbia. He served as the People's Party's deputy
president from 2017 to 2023. Prior to the formation of the People's Party, he was a member of
the United Regions of Serbia (URS) and the leader of the National Party of Serbia (NPS) until
2017, when the NPS was reorganized as the People's Party®8. Aleksi¢ is opposed to Kosovo's
independence and criticizes Aleksandar Vuci¢'s Kosovo policies. He expressed his opposition to
the Agreement on the Path to Normalization between Kosovo and Serbia, claiming that Serbia is
"not getting fast-track EU membership or anything" in exchange®. On top of that, in November
2022, Aleksi¢ urged the European Union to be "just as vocal on issues important to Serbian
citizens' lives, such as the fight against crime and corruption and media freedom, as it is when it
points to the need to harmonize Serbia's foreign and security policy with the EU"°,

*
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Figure 3. Marinika Tepic (December 2023). Photograph by Voice of America, public domain
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via Wikimedia Commons.
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The coalition comprises the SSP, Together, the Democratic Party (DS), the People’s Movement
of Serbia, the Green-Left Front, Serbia Center (SRCE), Movement of Free Citizens (PSG),
Romanian Party, Ecological Uprising, Movement for Reversal, the Sloga union and the New
Face of Serbia movement®l. Nonetheless, the coalition revolves around the SSP's authority. It is
a center-left political party that opposes the SNS. As an anti-corruption party, it is also opposed
to party employment®. In terms of the economy, the SSP has advocated for tax reforms that
would implement progressive taxation. It has called for the passage of a new labor law®.
Internationally, the party supports Serbia's accession to the European Union, wants Serbia to
align its foreign policy with that of the EU, and wants to impose sanctions on Russia in response
to the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Dragan DBilas, the party's leader, even criticized political
neutrality on the issue, stating that "neutrality is treated as siding with [Russia],®*" but adding
that Serbia should remain military neutral while taking a clear stance on the Ukrainian conflict®®.
In this regard, the SSP proposed a resolution in November 2022 that would align Serbia's
foreign policy with that of the European Union and impose sanctions on Russia®. Concerning
China, SSP claimed that "Serbia became the first Chinese colony in Europe"®’ due to Chinese
investments in Serbian infrastructure. Addressing regional cooperation, the SSP has adopted a
platform in which they pledged reconciliation, cooperation, and acceptance of diversity among
Balkan countries, advocating for a more peaceful situation in the tense region of ex-
Yugoslavia®®,

Recent opinion polls

According to the previously cited Nova srpska politicka misao November 15, 2023 poll, the
SNS-led coalition has 39.2% support, the opposition Serbia Against Violence coalition has
25.8% support, and the populist Ivica Daci¢ - Prime Minister of Serbia coalition has 8.1%
support®. In comparison to the previous 2022 parliamentary election results, in which the SNS-
led coalition (named Together We Can Do Everything back then) received 44.27% of the votes
and the opposition coalition (named United for the Victory of Serbia back then) received 14.09%
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of the votes™, recent opinion polls indicate and potentially predict a decline in voter preferences
for the ruling coalition. This situation demonstrates that the electorate perceives the ups and
downs of each coalition relatively well. On the one hand, Vuci¢ has an advantage: he controls all
of the major media, including the most popular broadcasters and best-selling newspapers; he
controls all institutions; and he is used to "buying" loyalty through a government method based
on clientelism, blackmailing people into supporting him in various ways, levers that have helped
him and his allies remain in power. What he cannot control is the increasingly difficult economic
situation, which includes one of Europe's highest inflation rates (12.36%), the Kosovo crisis,
which recently erupted into a clash between a group of Serbs and Kosovar police, and the
violence that has poured from the regime's broadcasters into schoolyards. In response, the
opposition blames the government for creating a general climate of violence and impunity that
led to the May elementary school massacre’. On the other hand, the opposition coalition is
more united on one issue than on a strong ideological foundation: Vucié¢'s regime is corrupt,
clientelist, crony-capitalist, and authoritarian. Added to that, since the beginning of the protest
movement, the government has attempted to divide the opposition against itself by bringing the
Kosovo issue front and center in order to demonstrate that the opposition is not united on that
issue. This could lead to further fragmentation within the opposition coalition block, gradually
eroding its ability to exert pressure on the ruling coalition’. As a consequence, there are several
possible outcomes in terms of election results.

Potential Scenarios Concerning the Election Results
1) The SNS-led coalition wins the parliamentary elections

In line with the most recent opinion polls, the 2023 parliamentary elections may prove difficult for
Vuéi¢ due to a decrease in voter preferences, but he still has a good chance of securing a
victory and even a majority in the National Assembly of Serbia. To begin, Vuci¢ calls new
elections when it suits him, when he perceives a decline in popularity, or when he anticipates
future situations that are unfavorable to his government. By doing so, he creates wiggle room
that allows him to postpone important decisions, particularly those concerning Kosovo™.

In fact, no political solution that is acceptable to both Belgrade and Prishtina has been reached
to date. In that regard, Vuci¢ attempts to create a referendum climate by portraying himself as
the eternal victim of conspiracies both inside and outside the country. Despite having left the
presidency of the SNS, Vuci¢ directs the party's electoral campaign this time, taking advantage
of his position as President of the Republic to give his party an advantage over the opposition.
Second, he owns all of the major media outlets, including the most popular broadcasters and
best-selling newspapers, as well as all of the institutions’. This enables him not only to stymie
Serbia Against Violence's efforts, but also to manipulate elections in favor of the SNS-led
coalition. Last but not least, the SNS-led coalition could rely on the other populist bloc — Ivica
Daci¢ — Prime Minister of Serbia — on key foreign policy issues. Vuci¢ may want greater
parliamentary representation for the SPS to soften his relationship with Russia and give him
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leverage against Brussels and Washington, which explains his preference for Daci¢'s authority
and coalition, the only significant political force sharing similar anti-Western and pro-Russian
views",

2) The Serbia Against Violence coalition wins local elections in Belgrade and exerts
significant pressure on the SNS-dominated parliament

The opposition has previously called for separate elections in Belgrade, where it has a much
better chance of winning. In last year's elections, the opposition received approximately 50,000
more votes in Belgrade than the parties currently in power, but when those votes were
converted into seats, they did not form a majority in the capital’®. Still, Belgrade remains a
strong opposition stronghold because, unlike in other municipalities, the pro-Western
opposition's positions are becoming increasingly powerful and the government's control over
mass media is weakening’’. However, there are several other factors influencing local elections
in Belgrade, elections that could provide an avenue for the opposition coalition to exert pressure
on the SNS-dominated National Assembly. First and foremost, Vu€i¢'s power is under threat in
Belgrade, owing to poor living conditions. Many streets have been neglected or dug up, traffic
jams are common, public transportation is inefficient, and there are few new trams, trolleys, or
buses. Winter air pollution is frequently the worst in the world. All of these issues have worsened
during Vuci¢'s ten-year rule, and everything is visible to the naked eye’®. Second, the Belgrade
metropolitan region is home to roughly a quarter of the population. Whoever controls the
government in this country is in a powerful position. The Belgrade government would be a good
place to start if someone wanted to run for president. As an example, Zoran Bindi¢, Serbia'’s first
democratic Prime Minister, began his career as the mayor of Belgrade. Consequently, the
Serbia Against Violence coalition may be able to cultivate a potential future candidate for
Serbian presidency, one who would end Vuéi¢'s and his SNS's rule.

Conclusions

The upcoming parliamentary, regional in Vojvodina, and local elections in Belgrade and other
municipalities highlight the governing coalition's paradox: rather than attempting to counter the
growing influence of the Serbia Against Violence coalition, which requested snap elections,
Vuci¢ and his SNS-led coalition have complied with the opposition's request. This move not only
allows the incumbent regime to consolidate power, but it also postpones important decisions like
recognizing Kosovo's independence, while using such issues against the coalition of opposing
fragmented parties. Along with Vuci¢'s strong grip on power through affiliated mass media,
blackmails, clientelism, and trust in Dagi¢'s coalition, the SNS-led coalition's victory in the
National Assembly and Vojvodina is almost certain. However, this does not rule out the
possibility of the opposition contesting the SNS's influence: despite their ideological differences,
these political factions may benefit from a positive outcome in the Belgrade local elections,
allowing them to use citizens' complaints against the governing coalition.
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In terms of foreign policy, it is clear that as long as the SNS-led coalition holds the majority in
the National Assembly, Boris Tadi¢'s "four-pillar policy" will continue to dominate Serbia's
international relations. Having said that, Serbia will continue to pursue EU membership while
maintaining close ties with Russia (opposing the sanctions against it) and China (for potential
future infrastructure projects). Likewise, Serbia under Vuci¢ serves as a recruiting base for the
Russian army in Ukraine, as a destination for 200.000 Russians who moved there due to the
lack of a visa requirement, and, most importantly, Putin needs the Balkans as a bargaining chip
against the West, to sow chaos in the region and negotiate with the West if conflicts do not
escalate. Another consideration is who Vuci¢ proposes for the composition of the new
government, as this may have an impact on the negotiation process with the EU. Another
consideration is who Vuci¢ proposes for the composition of the new government, as this may
have an impact on the negotiation process with the EU.
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