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Declaring the State of emergency: Pres. Vuci¢ with National Assembly Speaker Maja Gojkovic, Photo: R. Preli¢ Tanjug

Prime Minister Ana Brnabi¢ and members of the Crisis Team

SERBIA AND PANDEMIC: CARE
FOR CITIZENS AS AN EXCUSE FOR
THE USURPATION OF POWER

During the months-long isolation and state of
emergency imposed due to the Covid-19 pande-
mic, the Serbian authorities revealed their true
character — from arrogance to the tendency to
take absolute control over all segments of life in
the country, especially its citizens. Although the
imposition of a state of emergency or just emer-
gency situations implies certain restrictions of
human rights, the boundary between necessary

security measures and their abuse at the ex-
pense of rights and freedoms is delicate, so that
it can easily be overcome. This was evident in
the case of Serbia.

The changes that occurred during the coronavi-
rus disease spread are not new. It is a question
of the already ongoing processes that were only
catalyzed by the crisis. The new coronavirus
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pandemic is speeding up the transformation
of the world and the trends that are long un-
derway. The Western Balkans are part of that
bigger picture.

The new element in that realignment could be
a wave of emotional charge — fear and hope —

among peoples and state as a consequence of

the scourge that ravaged the whole world.!

In the analysis of the Balkans in Europe Policy
Advisory Group (BiEPAG), dedicated to the im-
pact of the pandemic on the Western Balkan
countries, it is stated that the current crisis re-
presents a “turning point” after which nothing
in the Western Balkans will be the same and
two scenarios are possible. One of the authors,
Professor Florian Bieber, emphasizes that in the
worst case scenario this would mean the deep
aggravation of democracy, path to autocracy,
orientation towards China, economic collapse,
worsening of a health and social situation,
which we are already witnessing, as well as the
government’s distrust in its citizens and vice
versa. It is also possible to have a better scena-
rio which implies that all weaknesses coming to
light during the crisis are used to improve the
relationship between citizens and government,
and rectify the problems with democracy.?

Serbia was unprepared for the crisis, so that all
of its weaknesses, not only those associated with
its collapsed health system, but also those asso-
ciated with the condition of all other instituti-
ons, became evident. This is probably the reason
why Serbia introduced the most rigorous mea-
sures (state of emergency) in Europe. Due to its
own incompetence, the current government ac-
ted with panic, which resulted in its heightened
arrogance in communication with citizens.

1 Dominik Moisi, “Geopolitika emocija” (strah, nada i
poniZenje),.Belgrade: Clio, 2009.

2 Biber: Vlast Srbije salje loSu poruku EU, moguce trajne
negativne posledice, .

As a result, there followed the attacks on in-
dependent media and absolute centralization

of the information system under the exclusive
control of President Aleksandar Vuci¢. Heighte-
ned pressure on the media, including the arrest
of jurnalists and press conferences without their
presence, and the suspension of parliament pro-
ved to be unnecessary, since they had no impact
on the efficiency of measures. However, such
rigorous restrictions caused uneasiness and the
fear that they would be retained after the abo-
lition of the state of emergency among many
citizens.

President Vuci¢’s behaviour and numerous
activities (personal distribution of medical
equipment and other anti-coronavirus devices)
put at the service of future elections (it is spe-
culated that they will be held in June or July
depending on the duration of a state of emer-
gency). The Crisis Team, which handled the cri-
sis, was subordinated to the President of the
Republic (although it was formally led by Prime
Minister Ana Brnabic) and so were experts.
However, experts with balanced and expert in-
structions for behaving in times of crisis are
much more trusted by citizens.

The opposition (and a wider public) generally
accepted the measures, especially at the be-
ginning of the crisis — it did not even criticize
some anti-constitutional moves. In the mean-
time, however, it became more critical but its
criticism was mostly directed against President
Vucdic.

Despite being considerably more rigorous, the
protective measures implemented by Serbia did
not prove to be more efficient than those imple-
mented across Europe. Citizens were put under
lockdown, which can have a serious impact on
their health. This especially applies to senior ci-
tizens, who were almost completely “put under
lock and key”.

«»
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Serbia’s shift to China and Russia during the
crisis, coupled with turning its back on the Euro-
pean Union (EU), provoked reactions from nu-
merous European politicians, which points out
that the EU is also giving up its multi-year policy
of pandering to Vuci¢. As emphasized by Euro-
pean officials, his behaviour will have influence
on the future relations, which can also threaten
his position in the country in view of the fact
that Serbia needs financial assistance from the
EU and its members (Germany) for its survival.

The mutual distrust between a considerable part
of the population and the authorities was only
further strengthened, thus worsening the social
climate as well. The frustration of citizens and
the existential problems that will emerge after
the crisis can seriously endanger the country’s
stasbility.

THE INTRODUCTION OF A
STATE OF EMERGENCY

While Covid-19 was about to spread across Eu-
rope and Italy was already faced with the pan-
demic drama, Serbia underestimated this threat
in a quackish way. Apart from some doctors,?
this was also done by Serbia’s President Aleksan-
dar Vucdi¢.* Moreover, on 4 March (the first case
of coronavirus was registered on 6 March), he
called general elections for 26 April.> However,
on Sunday, 15 March, he addressed the nation
via television stations with national frequencies
and declared a state of emergency. He brought
such a decision together with Prime Minister

3 Like pulmonologist Branimir Nestorovic.

4 The press conference of 26 February which was directly
televized.

5 On 6 March, when it was announced that the first
coronavirus case was registered in Serbia, Vucic¢
boasted that 90,000 people gave their signatures to his
Serbian Progressive Party for parliamentary and local
elections; Vreme, 19 March 2020.

Ana Brnabic¢ and National Assembly Speaker
Maja Gojkovic.

In its first “edition”, the state of emergency im-
plied the deployment of soldiers (with long-
barrel weapons) in the streets to guard hospi-
tals, as was explained, shutting down of scho-
ols, nurseries and all sports activities, including
gyms, banning of movement with the penalty of
150,000 dinars for potential coronavirus sprea-
ders (all those for whom the sanitary inspection
prescribed self-isolation) and appealing to citi-
zens older than 65 to stay at home.

However, just six days later, on Saturday, 21
March, the state of emergency measures escala-
ted with the imposition of a curfew, first from 8
p.m. until 5 a.m. and then from 5 p.m. until 5
a.m., shutting down of all hospitality establis-
hments and strict home isolation of all senior
citizens aged over 65 (in urban environments),
that is, over 70 (in rural regions), suspension of
intercity and urban transport, closing of airports
for international flights, banning foreign natio-
nals from entering the country, postponement
of elections for an indefinite time... All this was
accompanied by an inappropriate way of addre-
ssing citizens,® including shouting, threatening
and an occasional unconvincing and pathetic
outpouring of love and concern for the life of
senior citizens. In fact, Serbia turned into a qu-
arantine with its anti-virus measures being con-
stantly supplemented. Thus, on 28 March, the
state of emergency was prolonged for another
two hours on weekends (from 3 p.m. to 5 a.m.),
all markets were closed down and the decision
allowing the walking of pets in evenings from 8
p.m. to 9 p.m. was brought.

6 Apart from President Vuci¢, Prime Minister Ana
Brnabic also distinguished herself by arrogance when
addressing senior citizens. Angry and grumpy, she
shouted at the press conference: “Where did all these
people in Belgrade go during the state of emergency,
when it was appealed that they should stay at home”;
Dnevnik, TVN1, 16 March 2020.

«»
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Thereafter, on 2 April, one more restrictive mea-
sure was introduced: the duration of curfews on
weekends was extended — from 1 p.m. on Satur-
day to 5 a.m. on Monday (senior citizens were
allowed to shop for groceries for three hours,
from 4 a.m. to 7 a.m.), while gatherings of more
than two people at one place were banned. Only
pets were happy because they regained the right
to evening walk from 11 p.m. to 1 a.m. On 10
April, however, everything turned into a cur-
few “weekend” — movement was banned from 3
p.m. on Friday to 5 a.m. on Monday. Although
the Holy Synod of the Serbian Orthodox Church
(SOCQ) asked that Orthodox believers should be
allowed to attend church services on the Easter
on 19 April (this was also asked by Dveri lider
Bosko Obradovic), this did not happen. After the
meeting with President Vuci¢, Patriarch Irinej
agreed to hold the Easter liturgy in an empty
church. The curfew “weekend” was prolonged
for one day, thus lasting from 5 p.m. on Friday
to 5 a.m. on Tuesday.

Such measures caused great discontent among
citizens. Miodrag Zec, Professor at the Faculty

of Philosophy, stated: “...the pandemic will be
remembered for our claim that this is the funni-
est virus and for the longest curfew. I think that
nobody had a 90 hour-long curfew in history or
during a war”’

The first relaxing measure for senior citizens,
exposed to the most drastic movement ban
(actually the deprivation of freedom, as stated
by non-government activist Nikola Kovacevic),
was introduced after more than a month. On
20 April, in the seventh week after the outbreak
of the epidemic, they were allowed to walk for
half an hour three times a week (by the same
Government’s decision, markets and smaller
trade shops could be opened).

7 Danas, 22 April 2020.

During an epidemic, it is necessary to have
essential protective equipment — face masks,
gloves and disinfectants. However, nothing of
these items could be found in pharmacies. In
hospitals, which are already in a poor condi-
tion, like the entire health system, there were
no necessary medical devices and equipment,
especially the most important ones — from Co-
vid-19 detection tests to respirators. Instead, in
his daily address, President Vuci¢ would promise
the acquision of everything that was needed.® At
the same time, he alluded to his readiness to do
even something semilegal, illegal or dishonest
to secure such an acquisition.’

The Crisis Team'’s briefings with President Vu-
¢i¢ (and Prime Minister Brnabi¢) in the foregro-
und and epidemiologists, immunologists and
other experts in supporting roles, irritated the
critically-minded part of the public. In addition
to the fact that Vucic is “responsible for everyt-
hing”, “one gets an impression of total domina-
tion... total fear, total control, total isolation”.
This was stated by Sanda Raskovi¢ Ivi¢, an oppo-
sition member of the Serbian Assembly."

President Vudic’s contemptuous statements —
due to which he was also criticized — referred

8 Appearing as a guest in the RTS show “Upitnik”
(Questionnaire(on 7 April, Vuci¢ described in his style
how he would obtain respirators kept in storehouses
in some foreign countries: “I'll board a plane! I'll pick
up the respirators we have paid and I'll personally put
them on the plane. Well, let me see who can stop me!
(twice)".

9 Podgorica, for example, accused Belgrade of
confiscating, that is, “stoling” three respirators out of
five which the Montenegrin Health Insurance Fund had
ordered and paid for them; Politika, 27 March 2020.
President Vuci¢ dismissed this allegation and said tht
he would donate five ventilators to Montenegro.

10 Danas, 20 March 2020. On the same occasion, she
also said: “In this boundless totalitarianism there
emerges the figure of the Saviour in the personality
of the President. He saved us from bankruptcy, saved
Kosovo... and now will implement the measures that
will save us from the pandemic and threat of death”.

«»
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especially to the two “categories” of Serbian
citizens. The first category included guest wor-
kers, students and other Serbian citizens staying
and working abroad who did not respond to his
appeal not to come back. However, the corona-
virus disease was spreading and many of them
lost their jobs, so that their most rational option
was to return to their country. President Vucic¢
even said that his “one and only mistake” was
to allow them to come back, as the potentially
most dangerous coronavirus spreaders.!!

His second target were pensioners when he

did not pathetically try to ingratiate himself
with them. Paying no attention to what he was
saying, his threats would occasionally sound
morbid: “I appeal to pensioners to stay at home
and not listen to anyone’s proposals.’? If you,
dear pensioners, obey those proposals, Lesce,
New Cemetery, Central Cemetery and BeZanija
Cemetery will not be sufficient”

Holwever, the Serbian Orthodox Church and its
clergy were spared threats and bans. Although
the Communion is an absolutely unhygienic
ritual — the use of the same spoon for all belie-
vers during the ritual — the authorities did not
react. On the other hand, the Church proclaimed
all critics of its practice to be anti-Orthodox and
anti-Serbs.

The fact that the handling of the pandemic cri-
sis was taken over by politicians, that is, Presi-
dent Vuci¢, from experts caused a considerable
number of citizens to doubt the truthfulness of
the presented claims.!* Apart from creating con-

11 Aleksandar Vucic's interview with TV Prva.

12 The proposal to allow pensioners to go out for an
hour-long afternoon walk came from some opposition
parties (Alliance for Serbia).

13 Politika, 26 March 2020:

14 In an interview with Danas daily on 20 March 2020,
Dragoljub Baki¢ said: “What is now demonstrated and
is becoming evident is distrust in institutions, the
government’s distrust in people and people’s distrust in
the government.”

fusion, President Vuci¢’s verbal escapades, ran-
ging from anger, shouting and threats to affecta-
tions, pleas, condescension... had a disturbing
impact on many citizens. Some of them publicly
called® for his withdrawal from the scene, thus
leaving experts to speak. An online petition with
the same request was also launched. In a span
of a few days it was signed by 1,500 citizens'®
and the number of signatures kept increasing.

THE (UN)JUSTIFIABILITY OF
A STATE OF EMERGENCY

A state of emergency in Serbia was previously
introduced 17 years ago, after the assassina-
tion of Prime Minister Zoran Djindji¢, in order
to break the link between organized crime and
state institutions. It is remembered as the Ope-
ration Sabre. The declaration of a state of emer-
gency due to the Covid-19 outbreak passed wit-
hout any more serious protest by the opposition
parties or the public in general. However, during
its duration, well-founded criticism was mou-
nting. It was primarily coming from the media
outside the government’s control and certain
politicians, experts and public figures.

The most serious remarks referred to the fact
that a state of emergency was not declared by
the National Assembly as stipulated by the Con-
stitution. One of the politicians who drew atten-
tion to this fact was Sasa Radulovi¢, leader of the
Enough Is Enough movement.”” Commenting
the declaration of a state of emergency without
the National Assembly’s decision and, in this
context, banning gatherings of more than 100

15 “The Impression of the Week” audience, RTV Nova S, 22
March 2020.

16 Danas, 25 March 2020.

17 The authorities ironically responded that he has “only
now remembered the Assembly...", because his party
is one of those boycotting the work of the Republican
Assembly for months.

«»
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people in enclosed areas, Vreme weekly remin-
ded us of the situation when the “Serbian Go-
vernment hald its session in the Kolubara Strip
Mine in 2016"'®

In addition, under the Constitution a state of
emergency cannot last longer than 30 days with
the possibility of being extended for another

30 days. The decision on the declaration of a
state of emergency, which was made by the ru-
ling troika, did not contain any time limit. Legal
expoerts were also divided over the regularity of
such a decision-making method. While some of
them held that, under the given circumstances,
such a method was “constitutionally acceptable”,
Miodrag Jovanovi¢, Professor at the Faculty of
Law in Belgrade, holds that the declaration of

a state of emergency had to be preceded by the
relevant decision of the National Assembly, all
the more so because the session could be held
in a real or virtual space, thus “resembling the
‘highest representative body’ of Serbian citi-
zens as defined by the Constitution at least for
a moment”" In the opinion of this legal expert,
“regardless of the justified wish to ‘express state
unity” under such dramatic circumstances, the
President of the Republic should harness his au-
tocratic proclivities and stop usurping the com-
petencies that do not belong to him under the
Constitution”?® Namely, in the two laws gover-
ning such a situation, the Emergency Law and
the Law on Disaster Risk Reduction and Emer-
gency Management, there is no provision that
will grant any competence to the President of
the Republic.

The Bar Association of Belgrade also claimed
that a state of emergency was introduced con-
trary to the Constitution, since the decision on

its introduction “does not give the explanation...

18 Vreme, 19 March 2020.
19 NIN, 26 March 2020.
20 Ibid.

that is, the reason why the National Assembly
could not meet”?!

The Initiative for Social and Economic Rights of
Non-Governmental Organizations (A11) also po-
inted to “impermissible deviations with respect
to the observance of human rights”. The Initia-
tive also stated that there was no need for the
introduction of a state of emergency (an emer-
gency situation would be sufficient) and “aver-
table measures ... with respect to the right to
liberty and security of person...”?

The limitation of human rights, including some
fundamental ones — such as citizens’ right to
objective and truthful information — came under
justified criticism from experts and media. On
28 March, allegedly in an attempt to avoid the
spread of fake news and panic, the Government
brought the decision to centralize the informa-
tion system: the data and news on the epide-
mic fell within the exclusive competence of the
Republic’s Crisis Team. It largely affected local
media because they are denied access to the re-
levant information from local environments and
their health institutions. On 1 April, Nova$S Por-
tal journalist Ana Lali¢ was apprehended by the
Novi Sad police for failing to respect the decision
and spreading fake news and panic. After the
protest of the journalist associations, one part

of the public and international organizations,
she was released from custody without charge
the following day. On the same day, 2 April, Ana
Brnabi¢ announced via Serbian Radio Television
that the Government would revoke the disputa-
ble decision. According to her, the President (Vu-
Cid) asked her to do that so as “not to cast a sha-
dow” on all the “hard work” they have done.”

The trials of those violating the self-isolation
measure have also started by an emergency pro-
cedure. The first such trial of the accused (he was

21 Danas, 3 April 2020.
22 Danas, 31 April 2020.
23 RTS, 2 April 2020.

«»
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immediately sentenced to three years in prison)
was held without his presence in the courtroom
— via skype. In this connection, lawyers poin-
ted out that such a form of trial is not stipulated
by the Constitution or any legal regulation. The
absence of the accused represents the violation
of the basic human right to a fair trial.

The reputed Belgrade lawyer Zdravko Tomano-
vi¢ remanded that “Every decision and measures
and regulations adopted during a state of emer-
gency must be reconciled with the Convention
on Human Rights and the Constitution”?* He ad-
ded that no regulation adopted during a state of
emergency can create new elements of a crime
or abolish the right to a fair trial. In his opi-
nion, “we have the unlimited power of the exe-
cutive branch of government, on the one side,
and the disempowered individual, on the other
side. The right of every individual... is not the
privilege, but the right to live during a state of
emergency without feeling injustice and anxiety
which of his rights will not be accessible to him
any more.””

Nikola Kovacevi¢, a lawyer and activist in the
non-governmental sector, also pointed to the
fact that Serbia failed to inform the United Na-
tions (UN) and the Council of Europe about the
number of human rights restrictions, which it
was obliged to do.? In his opinion, due to the
drastic violation of fundamental human rights,
such as a restriction on the freedom of move-
ment, or double judicial proceedings (for the
same offence — both a misdemeanor and a cri-
minal offence), citizens will be able to seek judi-
cial protection after the abolition of the state of
emergency.”

All in all, the confusing and chaotic behaviour
of the executive authority — the unexplained

24 Danas, 3 April 2020.

25 1bid.

26 TV N1, 2 April 2020.

27 Radio Free Europe, 20 April 2020.

situation in hospitals where medical staff did
not have adequate protection led to the co-
llapse of the system in some towns (hospitals in
Cuprija and Leskovac) and greater morbidity of
medical staff (Gynecology and Obstetrics Cli-

nic in Belgrade, Dragisa MiSovi¢ Cardiovascu-
lar Hospital), which resulted in a great number
of infected medical staff — 10-15% of the total
number of diseased persons, inadequate qua-
rantine facilities for the mandatory isolation of
returnees (Subotica, Morovic), emergence of new
hotbeds of disease in risky institutions (150 di-
seased residents and staff in the Nursing Home
in Ni$), alternative hospitals without appro-
priate conditions (Belgrade Fair), non-existence
of timely testing as the most reliable method of
detecting whether someone is healthy or sick....
was confined to the message that solely citizens
are responsible for the success or failure of the
fight against a dangerous disease. Thus, apart
from emphasizing that citizens must be the
most disciplined ones, they were also threatened
with the imposition of new restrictive measures.
Prime Minister Ana Brnabi¢ shouted: “If the Go-
vernment should be more restrictive — it will be.
[ don't threaten, I promise.”?

When Covid-19 spread to Europe, the shortest
and most effective appeal of the World Health
Organization (WHO) was: “Test, test, test!” Howe-
ver, Serbia’s reaction was slow and very limi-
ted. At the beginning there were no enough test
kits; the situation did not improve when test kits
arrived — only a few hundred persons were te-
sted at a time, while some patients waited for
the results five or six days. As a result, both he-
althy and sick people were in quarantine and
self-isolation.

On this occasion, epidemiologist Zoran Ra-
dovanivic¢ said: “Test kits have arrived, but we
have no coronavirus testing devices, altho-
ugh they are not very expensive. We have no

28 NIN, 2. april 2020.
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staff to handle them, since this requires special
training”? Thus, the testing of 1,000 persons a
day was possible only in the fifth week after the
registration of the first coronavirus case in Ser-
bia; at the end of the sixth week it was possi-
ble to test a little more than 2,000 persons who
corresponded to the “case definition”.

Therefore, Serbia recorded the fastest growth
rate of coronavirus cases in the region. The
number of cases doubled in 8 days, while in
Croatia, for example, in 15 days. As stated by
epidemiologist Zoran Radovanovi¢,* this steeper
growth rate occurred “because we tested much
less people. Our epidemiologists knew very well
that testing was essential, but they also knew
that we had no test kits...”*!

ATTACK ON THE MEDIA

Intolerance between the media controlled by
the government (during the past eight years af-
ter it came to power) and the media free from
government control turned into a deep and
insurmountable gap amidst the pandemic. The
few media that are not controlled by the Serbian
Progressive Party (SNS) never operated in such a
hostile environment as was the case during the
state of emergency.

The arrest of Ana Lali¢, NovaS Portal journalist,
on 1 April was the initial fuse for a fierce mu-
tual showdown. The police comprehended the
journalist on charges that in her article about
the Clinical Centre of Vojvodina in Novi Sad she
incorrectly described the situation in it (claiming
that doctors and other medical staff are not
adequately protected). This incident happened
at the moment when the Government’s decision
to centralize information about a coronavirus

29 Ibid.
30 NIN, 16 April 2020.
31 Ibid.

epidemic in Serbia was in force. Pursuant to
this decision, the Republic’s Crisis Team was

the exclusive source of data relevant for the
course of a coronavirus epidemic and protective
measures.

Although the journalist was released from cu-
stody the next morning (charges against her
were withdrawn only at the end of April) and
Prime Minister Ana Brnabi¢ revoked the infor-
mation control decision,*? the Crisis Team’s con-
ference, in the presence of President Vuci¢, tur-
ned that same day into an unprecedented attack
by pro-regime media editors and journals aga-
inst their colleagues “on the other side”. It was
preceded by backstage direction from the top.
Namely, upon invitation, the Clinical Centre of
Vojvodina was visited by journalists for the Reu-
ters News Agency,** whose report was contrary to
that written by journalist Ana Lali¢ (all doctors
and medical staff wore full protective gear). Re-
ferring to that report, Dragan Vucicevi¢, Editor-
in-Chief of Informer, Gordana Uzelac, TV Pink
journalist, and the editors of Srpski telegraf and
Alo tabloids attacked “taikuns’ media”}** posing
the question whether one should believe fo-
reign media more than domestic ones, claiming
that (due to Ana Lali¢’s text) “a lie has become
the truth”, and launching the most monstruous

32 She explained that this was done at the “explicit plea
of Serbian President” and not to “give an excuse to
Tanja Fajon to criticize us” (Tanja Fajon is the European
Parliament Rapporteur for Serbia, author’s note); NIN,
9 April 2020.

33 In the Reuters report it was written that many hospitals
in Serbia lacked protective gear at the start of the
coronavirus epidemic and that the Government has
since bought equipment and received aid from China
and the European Union. .

34 An allusion to Dragan Djilas, an opposition leader
from the Alliance for Serbia who, until a few years ago,
“ruled” over the media market, and Dragan Solak, the
owner of SBB Company with a stake in United Group,
within which TV N1 operates.

«»
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accusation that they “wish for the coronavirus to
win "3

As written by Nedeljnik Editor-in-Chief Veljko
Lali¢, “in a deeply polarized country where there
is no politics, whose parliament was suspended
much before the outbreak of this pandemic and
introduction of a state of emergency, and where
there have been no political debates and oppo-
sition on national television channels for a long
time, a new enemy has been found — journalists
who ask different questions.”¢

Tamara Skrozza, a Vreme weekly commenta-
tor, points out that “at the time when they keep
mentioning solidarity and the need to close
ranks in order to save ourselves, a new trench
was dug between government and media just
like between media and ‘'media’?

Instead of showing solidarity, tabloids, as self-
proclaimed government protectors, continued
their campaign of accusing “taikuns’ media”

of stirring up fear and panic and, indirectly,
bearing the responsibility for the coronavirus
spread and increased number of infected and
dead people. In that sense, the case of Kurir vs.
TVN1 was the most explicit. Claiming that there
is an “especially evident connection” between
the leader of the Alliance for Serbia, Dragan
Djilas, and this television channel, the tabloid
also wrote that this television, due to its biased
and non-professional reporting... “seems not to
be aware that in this way it can also affect citi-
zens' lives and thus increase the chance that a
larger number of people get infected with the
coronavirus.”*

The atmosphere of intolerance and accusations
of others “who ask different questions” culmi-
nated in the Government’s new and astounding

35 Ibid.

36 Nedeljnik, 16 April 2020.
37 Vreme, 9 April 2020.

38 Danas, 16 April 2020.

decision: the future press conferences of the
Crisis Team will be held without the presence of
journalists!®® In other words, the Crisis Team'’s
members will only answer the previously sent
questions by e-mail. A few days later, the Pro-
vincial Crisis Team of Vojvodina also started hol-
ding “press conferences without the press”.

The unprecedented ban was preceded by a
“different question” put by Milan Stanojevi¢, the
TN1 correspondent from Nis, to President Vucic¢*
— whether he was tested for Covid-19. Namely,
two or three days earlier the President announ-
ced that his older son was tested positive (caught
coronavirus) and was in the hospital. Instead of
answering the question, Aleksandar Vuci¢ began
his pathetic tirade that he knows why such que-
stions are asked, what they (journalists) actu-
ally want and think “how to remove me... how
to isolate me politically and let the coronavirus
win"4

By this decision, the government put health
workers in an awkward situation. Their repre-
sentatives within the Crisis Team claimed that
the absence of journalists at press conferences
was in their interest because by moving aro-
und the city and being personally present in the
Palace of Serbia (where press conferences were
held) they would be exposed to the coronavirus.

Most journalists responded to this Government’s
move with disapproval. As they warned, if it

is not possible to formulate a question on the
basis of new information all reactions will be
late: “In times of epidemics timely informa-
tion is essential and extremely important”, the

39 The Government brought this controversial decision on
10 April.

40 On 10 April, like a few days earlier in Novi Pazar,
President Aleksandar Vuci¢ visited Nis in order to
deliver respirators to the municipal health system.

41 Vucic's well-known allusions on “haters” (from the
ranks of the opposition and media) who desire his
death.
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executive producer of TVN1 Igor Bozi¢ said.*
Even journalists from the rival “camp” were not
enthusiastic. Ratko Dmitrovi¢ said that “there is
nothing more normal than having journalists
attend conferences for journalists”* while the
Editor-in-Chief of Srpski telegraph, Milan Ladje-
vi¢, also agreed that “journalists should be pre-
sent at conferences”*

The editorial staff of FoONet News Agency also
agreed with this reasonable comment and deci-
ded not to send their questions by e-mail (any
more) because “such a method of communica-
ting with interlocutors is neither in the jour-
nalistic nor public interest”* Danas daily also
agreed with Fonet’s decision to report on the
pandemic only indirectly in the future.

The Crisis Team'’s press conferences without di-
rect communication with journalists lasted until

21 April, when their presence was allowed again.

However, not all of them could be present at the
same time, only “by groups”.

Aleksandar Vucic¢'s hobby is to “confront” jour-
nalists who have no affinity for him even wit-
hout a state of emergency. However, during the
epidemic, Prime Minister Ana Brnabi¢ espe-
cially distinguished herslf by angry outbursts
towards certain media and their representatives.
In addition to restrictive measures, which she
introduced with satisfaction and revoked them
“heavy-heartedly” (the suspension of informa-
tion centralization), the Prime Minister with her
rhetoric approached the vocabulary of tabloid
newspapers. This was especially evident during
her guest appearance in the “Cyrillic” (Cirilica)
show on Happy TV. She accused journalists and
media not being under her control of hating
Aleksandar Vuci¢, as well as the state and pe-
ople because they “keep digging” until they

42 Danas, 13 April 2020.
43 1bid.
44 |bid.
45 Danas, 16 April 2020.

find something!*® Then she added with pathe-
tic self-pity: “... while every morning you wake
up with the number of those who died the pre-
vious night, you read in parallel the news of so-
called independent media, which have nothing
to do with independence; they are taikuns’ me-
dia...’, “,.. come on try once to be proud of your
country!”

One must certainly bear in mind that the amo-
unt of anger expresseed by the authorities and
their tabloid helpers towards so-called “taikuns’
media” is absolutely disproportionate with their
number and, consequently, their influence: one
daily newspaper (Danas), two news agencies
(Beta and FoNet) and one television station (N1)
without national frequency. Since the journalists
of several weekly journals (NIN, Vreme, Nedelj-
nik) did not attend the Crisis Team’s press confe-
rence, they were significantly spared of its sharp
attacks and qualifications.

International organizations for the protection of
journalists and some officials also reacted to the
media situation in Serbia in “the time of coro-
navirus”The South East Europe Media Organi-
zation (SEEMO) expressed its “serious concern
about the media situation in Serbia” due to the
fact that journalists are unable to ask their que-
stions directly. Oliver Vujovi¢, SEEMO Secretary
General, called attention to the fact that, thanks
to the advancement of communications, it is po-
ssible to talk directly via video-link. Thus, “the
Government's decision to request journalists to
send their questions by e-mail is utterly questi-
onable and undemocratic,” since non-transpa-
rency may lead to the “abuse and selection of
questions that will be answered.”*

The OSCE Representative on Freedom of the
Media expressed his concern about the bru-
tal attack on two NovaS TV talk show anchors,
Ivan Ivanovi¢ and Zoran Kesi¢. Namely, Srpski

46 “Cyrillic” show, 6 April 2020.
47 Danas, 13 April 2020.
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telegraf tabloid quoted the death threats sent to
them by folk singer Aca Lukas. He accused the
anchors of the show talks “An Evening with Ivan
Ivanovi¢” and “24 Minutes with Zoran Kesi¢”

that “they will be responsible if his mother dies”

and that in this case “he will push them thro-
ugh the window” (claiming that they encourage
the elderly to violate the Serbian Government’s
measures).*

US Ambassador in Belgrade Anthony Godfrey
also pointed to the significance of objective re-
porting — with praise what was done well and
criticism for what was bad — in a discrete di-
plomatic way. He also pointed out that the res-
ponsibility of free media “has never been more
necessary.*’

The annual report on the media status in the
world was also issued in the last decade of April.
Serbia regressed on the media freedom list (it

is below the countries in the region with the
exception of Montenegro) and now ranks 93rd.

As for the media scene in general, it is evident
that it also closely follows the government’s “vi-
rus diplomacy”. Although before the declaration
of a state of emergency the media were more
favourably inclined towards Russia and China
than towards the European Union, the United
States and the West in general, the survey con-
ducted by the Center for Research, Transparency
and Accountability (CRTA) is indicative. Namely,
its monitoring shows that in March every fifth
article mentioning a foreign country was in fa-
vour of China.*

48 Dnevnik TVN1, 18 April 2020.
49 Danas, 17, 18 and 19. April 2020.
50 Danas, 15 April 2020.

THE OPPOSITION IN THE
“TIME OF CORONAVIRUS"

Shortly before the proclamation of a state of
emergency, the government’s election prepa-
rations were well underway. At the same time,

a large part of the opposition was making pre-
parations for a boycott. During this weeks-long
emergency situation caused by the threat of the
coronavirus disease, which spread to Serbia in
early March and had to imply the suspension

of political activities, almost nothing changed.
Although the elections (scheduled for 26 April)
had to be postponed indefinitely, the authorites
were practically carrying out campaign activities,
while the opposition, conditionally speaking, re-
mained stuck in the boycott.

For the sake of truth, it must be noted that du-
ring the periods of unpredictable social crisis
and danger, when the burden of responsibility
for handling them lies entirely with the autho-
rities, the activities of the opposition parties are
objectively reduced to the minimum. In other
words, the opposition abstains from its “basic
activity” — criticism of the government. It is sim-
ply deemed politically incorrect, since it affects
the assumed solidarity. Dragan Djilas, the leader
of the Alliance for Serbia, the strongest opposi-
tion bloc said: “...we have remained committed
to the stand that during the pandemic we sho-
uld not have political demands or request an
enquiry into the government'sresponsibility for
its disastrous mistake of failing to respond to the
coronavirus until-mid March”>'

According to Bojan Klacar, CESID Executive Di-
rector, the behaviour of the opposition not only
in Serbia, but also in other countries is very li-
mited under such circumstances. There are three
reasons for it: the authorities are the most visi-
ble... they carry out most of the crisis manage-
ment activities; the second reason is that there

51 Interview with Danas, 10-12 April 2020.
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are few themes outside the attitude towards the
crisis, which changes citizens’ priorities, pro-
blems and concerns; finally, the third reason is
that in such a situation citizens are more incli-
ned to understand the government’s position.*

Therefore, the government’s rating is rising.
Otherwise, this is a worldwide phenomenon: the
ratings of all leaders rose abruptly — from Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel, as the most responsible
and most deserving for effectively managing the
coronavirus crisis in Germany, to Donald Trump
who proved to be absolutely unfit and incompe-
tent in facing the greatest temptation during his
presidency.

The rating of Aleksandar Vuci¢ also went up,
although the data obtained during a state of
emergency should be taken with a grain of salt.”
According to him, “The Serbian Progressive
Party, which usually pays two public opinion
survey per week, has not ordered any of them
since the beginning of the “Covid-19 crisis” be-
cause, as he emphasized, Vucic¢ is not interested
in it in view of the fact that his “job is to behave
responsibly when the country is threatened and
attacked”>*

Vladimir Peji¢ from Faktor plus agency said that
technical circumstances for a public opinion sur-
vey are not favourable (it would be exclusively
confined to online communication) during a
state of emergency. Therefore, his and other re-
levant public opinion research agencies restrain

52 Danas, 15 April 2020.

53 In cooperation with Ninamedia agency, the Institute for
European Affairs carried out a survey between 12 and
22 March, which showed that the rating of Aleksandar
Vucic¢ and the Serbian Progressive Party jumped to 61
percent. However, neither the Institute nor Ninamedia
rank among the professionally most competent public
opinion researchers. Their shortcoming is also the
fact that their survey also covered the days before the
imposition of a state of emergency and the first week of
its being in force.

54 Politika, 17, 18, 19 and 20 April 2020.

themselves from experimenting with the asse-
ssment of politicians’ ratings: “In the coming
period we will probably conduct a combined
survey, by phone and online, but I am almost
certain that we will not have precise ratings
which can be publicized because such a survey
will be rather unreliable.”

However, Srdjan Bogosavljevi¢'s agency Ipsos
Strategic Marketing publicized its results. Accor-
ding to it, 58 per cent of Serbian citizens have

a positive opinion on how Aleksandar Vuci¢
performs his function, which is a 12 per cent
increase relative to the result obtained before
the pandemic. In general, the confidence in

the current authorities increased enormously:
92 per cent of Serbian citizens have confidence
in the measures taken with a view to preven-
ting the spread of a viral infection, while 88 per
cent support the Government’s economic me-
asures aimed at mitigating the impact of the
epidemic.’®

As for the politicians, Aleksandar Vuci¢ holds the
convincing first place. The first subsequent poli-
tician enjoys only 1.2 per cent support.”’

It could actually be expected that, due to the
emergency situation, the weak, disorganized
and confused opposition — which does not re-
present a serious alternative to the authorities
— withdraws completely from the public scene.
Namely, regardless of the objectively narrowed
room for manoeuvre, the unprecedented state
of emergency, which was introduced by the top
authority (one man), had to provoke the ju-
stified reaction of the opposition. However, it
remained completely dumb, especially at the
beginning.

Thus, for example, declaring a state of emer-
gency in an unconstitutional way provoked

55 Ibid.
56 Danas, 24-26 April 2020.
57 Ibid.
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more resolute and better founded reactions by
some nongovernmental organizations and legal
experts. The opposition parties, which boycotted
Parliament during the previous months, com-
pletely forgot its constitutional status as the
country’s supreme legal authority. They did not
challenge some drastic emergency measures, es-
pecially those which brutally affected the funda-
mental human rights.

Only some lonely opposition voice would reach
the public, making it known that there are still
politically organized opponents to Aleksandar
Vudic¢’s dangerous autocratic regime. The lea-
der of the New Party, Zoran Zivkovi¢ (the Prime
Minister during the state of emergency in 2003),
announced that he would request the Prime
Minister to form a commission for monitoring
the implementation of the measures that de-
viate from the constitutionally guaranteed rights
during the state of emergency. According to

his proposal, the commission would consist of
nine members, five of whom would be from the
opposition: “This would guarantee objectivity
and the opposition would be obliged to serio-
usly with with government control.”*® Later on,
nothing could be heard about the fate of this
initiative in public.

When evaluating the work of the Serbian oppo-
sition it is necessary take into account the objec-
tive restraints. The absolute domination of the
ruling Serbian Progressive Party over public
spaces, achieved by the will of citizens and ag-
gressive (and occasionally forcible) conquest

of almost all parts of the political scene, from
bottom (local self-governments) to top, redu-
ced the possibility of opposition activities to the
minimum. All the more so, because the maste-
ring of all mechanisms of political activism also
anticipated putting under control both the re-
levant media (all television stations with natio-
nal frequencies and main political daily Politika

58 Danas, 2. april 2020.

which is partially government-owned like Ta-
njug News Agency that has not been shut down)
and complete unprofessional yet influential ta-
bloid machinery.

Thus, the communication of the opposition —
permanently exposed to the accusations of the
authorities and their media that it has “ruined
the country” while being in power (2000-2012)
— with the electorate and the public in general,
which implies direct face-to-face debates with
government representatives, is absolutely bloc-
ked. During the state of emergency, some more
“bricks” were built into a high “wall” between
the government and the opposition.

On the other hand, due to their controversial
moves, the largely impotent opposition parties
contributed in large measure to their margina-
lization by leaving the National Assembly al-
most a year ago and annoucing the boycott of
elections.

In the absence of public debate between go-
vernment and opposition, and government
control, which is one of the basic postulates of a
democratic system, citizens have listened —in a
deeply divided and polarized society into which
Serbia has been transformed — to the (accusing)
monologues of one side or the other, depending
on their affinity. On the other side, the opportu-
nity of the opposition and its leaders to address
the public has been confined to one daily
newspaper (Danas), two television states without
national frequencies (N1 and NovaS) and three
weekly magazines — Vreme, NIN and Nedeljnik;
the unequal distribution of media power could
hardly be replaced by social media networks
and some local media that are still not under
full government control (like Portal Autonomija
in Novi Sad, TV Sabac, Kikindske in Kikinda,
JuZne vesti in NiS...).

After the initial restraint and caution not to be
accused of sabotaging an “all-national effort” to
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restrain coronavirus spread by their criticism,
the opposition leaders began drawing attention
to the flaws and omissions of the authorities.
The focus of their attention was Aleksandar Vu-
¢i¢, whose dominant (in essence, unnecessary)
public appearance and addressing were regar-
ded as an indirect election campaign. Also, his
way of addressing the public during the state of
emergency fully revealed his obsession with a
totalitarian control of society.

Sergej Trifunovi¢, the leader of the Free Citizens’
Movement, said: “If an opportunity can cre-

ate a thief, then a state of emergency can cre-
ate a dictator.”® He also pointed out that “it is
obvious that Vucic likes to talk almost orgasmi-
cally about war, death, long barrels, blockades,
enemies, miracles... he believes he is now living
the realization of his dreams”.®

Danas daily offered a peculiar forum to the re-
presentatives of the oposition as an opportunity
to have their messages reach citizens as well.
Borko Stefanovi¢, Vice-President of the Freedom
and Justice Party, stated that the “whole world
sees that our government, under the guise of
epidemic, abolishes the remaining normality,
democracy and media freedom”?! The Presi-
dent of the Civil Democratic Forum, Aleksandar
Olenek, criticized a delay in the adoption of the
necessary measures, ranging from social distan-
cing to the alleviation of the impact of economic
crisis that would certainly follow: “The failure to
summon the National Assembly seriously calls
into question the constitutionality of the state
of emergency... a special problem is posed by
the effort to introduce censorship by preventing
journalists from doing their job and even arre-
sting them”®2 The leader of the New Party, Zo-
ran Zivkovi¢, said: “A state of emergency is not a
‘despotic government. A state of emergency does

59 Danas, 21 April 2020.
60 Ibid.
61 Danas, 16 April 2020.
62 1bid.

not imply a 60-hour curfew or all current bans,
but the bans corresponding to that moment”.®

As stated, inter alia, by Radomir Lazovi¢ from
the “Don’t Let Belgrade Drown” Movement, Ser-
bia is on the way to abolishing democracy: “The
government is seriously heading for the abyss.
Vuci¢ has become the only actor on the political
scene, while the citizens and whole opposition
are under lockdown. His will is nowhere reconsi-
dered; it is simply carried out because, as stated
by the Prime Minister, he is the boss.”*

Recalling the fact that, amidst the pandemic,
Aleksandar Vuci¢ organized a meeting in the
Krusik factory in Valjevo, after which this town
became one of the pandemic hotbeds, the for-
mer leader of the Democratic Party and head of
the Vojvodina Government, Bojan Paijti¢, said
that for a successful fight against a pandemic it
is most important to prevent panic: “In Serbia,
however, after dozens of blunders and fake news
launched by the people leading the country, pa-
nic is not spread by the virus, but the awareness
that the country is ruled by liers and scoundrels
who care more not to lose one voice than one
life.”s>

If, in a political sense, the state of emergency
“produces” at least one positive result, that will
be the change of the decision of the greater part
of the opposition to boycott the forthcoming
elections. The first hint came from Jasmina Lu-
kac, a columnist of Danas daily, whose views are
close to those of the Alliance of Serbia and its
leader Dragan Djilas. In the column titled “Aga-
inst Dictatorship”¢ she appealed to the opposi-
tion to “adjust to the situation” and, as it poin-
ted out, “it is the right moment to switch from
boycotting the elections to participating in them;
the coronavirus is more than a good reason for

63 Ibid.

64 Interview with NIN, 9 April 2020.
65 Interview with Vreme, 9 April 2020.
66 Danas, 21 April 2020.
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the latter”. The following day, Janko Baljak, Pro-
fessor at the Faculty of Dramatic Arts, wrote in
the same daily that the “real opposition” sho-
uld consider the new circumstances. According
to him, it is possible that the decision to boycott
the elections might be reconsidered and that a
“new strategy sought”¢

One part of the opposition, especially at the
local level (Sabac, Paraéin), which did not
support election boycott, is under a great go-
vernment pressure even when it supports pre-
ventive measures. However, the response of
Mavyor of Sabac Nebojsa Zelenovi¢, who effici-
ently organized preventive measures and acti-
vities against coronavirus disease, is encoura-
ging. So far, the Municipality has earmarked

8.5 million dinars (c. €72,000) for this purpose,
while more than two million dinars have been
earmarked for the acquisition of new equipment
for medical institutions from the local budget.
Apart from equipping the Dr Laza K. Lazarevic¢
General Hospital, Dr Draga Ljoci¢ Health Cen-
tre and Public Health Institute, the Municipality
has distributed 90,000 face masks to citizens for
free (60,000 face masks are made of cotton and
are reusable). In addition, at nine locations in
the town there are canisters containing a disin-
fectant, sodium hypochloride, which citizens can
take for free and use in their homes. They are
also available in five suburban settlements and
50 Sabac villages.

VIRUS DIPLOMACY

The pandemic intensified all dilemmas caused
by Serbia during the previous years — its affilia-
tion towards the West or the East. It seemed as if
the crisis backed up the points of sovereignists,
since they also appeared within the EU, so that

67 Danas, 22 April 2020.
68 Zelenovi¢: Sabac oprema zdravstvene radnike iz
sopstvenog budzeta, .

Serbia was increasingly openly inclined towards
them. When Covid-19 spread to Europe and Ser-
bia, President Vuci¢ met twice in seven days with
Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban (first in
Belgrade and then in Budapest), who rules by
decree in a state of emergency. Serbia has decla-
ratively been on the road of European integra-
tion over the last seven years. However, Serbia
is developing increasingly deeper relations with
Russia and China, so that its European orienta-
tion has continuously been questioned.

In Serbia, during the previous years, there was
much public thinking about the survival of the
European Union. The view on the possibility

of its collapse (especially after the Brexit) was
mostly advocated by right-wing political options
and sovereignty-prone individuals. However,
due to the coronavirus pandemic, this theme
was also tackled by mainstream media which,
like pro-government daily Politika, wonder:
“Will the European Union outlive Covid-19?"¢ It
is also pointed out that the EU “torn by a mi-
grant crisis and then shaken up by the Brexit, is
well on its way to becoming a collateral victim of
the coronavirus” and that “powerless and sleepy
Brussels watches how the scaffolds for the re-
construction of the ‘European fortress’ erected
by Emmanuel Macron, are collapsing under the
onslaught of an invisible enemy..."”°

Such a perception of the future of the European
Union, especially by the media, could also be
observed in Belgrade’s response to the corona-
virus. One of the headlines on the front page

of Politika daily on 21 March read: “The corona
reveals sincere friends”. This headline correspon-
ded to a series of President Vuci¢’s angry state-
ments on account of the European Union (EU)
and some of its members. Apart from emphati-
cally insisting that the “virus came from Italy’,
“all from Milan” and “in Ni$ from Lugano’, he
laid special emphasis on the EU’s failure to come

69 Politika, 31 March 2020.
70 Ibid.
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to rescue. He also claimed that Europe banned
the export of necessary medical equipment, pri-
marily respirators.”!

On the other hand, he euphorically praised
China, friendly Chinese people and, in particu-
lar, the “friend and brother” Prsident Xi Jinping.
Immediately after the proclamation iof a state of
emergency, Vucic¢ wrote to the Chinese President
Xi with the message that he places his greatest
hopes just in him and his country.

Before long, the (first) plane arrived from China.
It carried a large aid shipment, including medi-
cal devices, personal protective equipment and
eight Chinese epidemiologists. It got a great deal
of media attention, accompanied by President
Vuci¢’s euphoric statements of gratitude to both
the Chinese leader and Chinese people which,
apart from aid gathering, asked their leadership
to “give priority to Serbia””

The euphoric praises to China and its President
and unweighed criticism of Europe (“European
solidarity does not exist”; it is “only a beauti-

ful fairy tale”) prompted some analysts and
commentators to conclude that Serbia is aban-
doning its European path and definitely tur-
ning to “their geopolitical oponent China”. Thus,
Germany'’s Die Zeit wrote that it is now clear that
“Vuci¢ relies on China and not on Europe any
more” and that some other politicians in the
region could probably follow suit.”? The Bri-

tish newspaper The Guardian also arrived at the
same conclusion. According to it, while the pan-
demic is spreading, the rival powers are, in addi-
tion to providing aid, distributing “soft power”
in order to achieve their foreign policy goals.”

71 In this connection, it has been explained by Brussels
that exports of medical equipment have not been
banned, but are subject to an authorization, Politika,
21 March 2020.

72 1bid.

73 1bid.

74 Politika, 14 April 2020.

In early April, the first Russian plane with me-
dical equipment arrived at the Batajnica airport.
It came ahead of a convoy of 11 planes carrying
humanitarian aid, which Moscow planned for
Serbia. It was noticeable that, instead of Alek-
sandar Vuci¢ who personally welcomed the first
planes from Beijing, Russian humanitarians,
who came with medical equipment, were velco-
med by Prime Minister Ana Brnabi¢. This diplo-
matic “ranking” continued, so that the Turkish
plane carrying aid was welcomed by the head of
Serbian diplomacy, Ivica Dacié.

The Guardian also wrote that in many respects
the situation with the coronavirus was a conti-
nuation of the previous battle of the heart and
mind in Serbia. It also added that a survey con-
ducted in December 2919 showed that many
Serbian people believed that Russia and China
were the biggest donors during the last two de-
cades, although the EU actually donated about
100 times more funds than others.”

The former Swedish head of diplomacy, Carl
Bildt, responded to the confounding behaviour
of Serbia, whose President welcomes “symbolic
aid” from China at the airport, and ignores the
donation of €15 million which was urgently ear-
marked by the EU.7

It is indicative that there was no remark concer-
ning the lack of solidarity from Moscow which,
as noted by some cynics, sent only — snow.”’
Analyst Dragomir Andjelovi¢, who is favourably
inclined toward Russia, commented this issue
in the following way: “We are not in integration
with Russia, but with the EU... and, naturally,
we speak about the EU’s aid and its unreadi-
ness to help us”’® According to him, the much

75 1bid.

76 Radio Free Europe, 2 April 2020.

77 A cold wave, accompanied by snow and a strong wind,
which hit Serbia and region in the last week of March,
came from Russia.

78 Danas, 20 March 2020.
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more important question is what the EU will do,
“since we have talked so much about European
values and solidarity and not about Russian
values””

The news that, in late March, Russia sent 15 pla-
nes carrying aid and 100 military experts and
epidemiologists to Italy also passed without go-
vernment officials’ comments.®* The media in-
terpreted this aid as a “slap to NATO”, which be-
haved similarly to the European Union. In April,
after a telephone conversation between Vladimir
Putin and Donald Trump, Russia sent a num-
ber of military planes with medical equipment,
including respirators, to the United States.
According to Moscow Times, the selective aid to
some vulnerable countries (Spain, for example,
was excluded) was “purely geopolitical”. “In the
case of Italy, it emphasizes the lack of European
solidarity... while in the case of the United Sta-
tes, Russian aid makes Washington look weak
and incapable of handling the crisis.®

EUROPAN AID TO SERBIA

In the meantime, the European Union approved
the aid of €7.5 million, while Norway alone do-
nated another €5 million, but the government-
controlled media failed to give adequate publi-
city to this aid. The EU also financed some Air
Serbia flights to Beijing and back, and appro-
ved Serbia to redirect nearly €100 million for
fighting the coronavirus pandemic. In the joint
statement by the Ambassadors of the 27 Mem-
bers of the European Union and the Head of the
EU Delegation to Serbia it is emphasized that

in the space of only one week since Serbia has
introduced the state of emergency and asked
for assistance, the EU has designed and offered

79 1bid.

80 Finally, one plane with Russian experts and equipment
arrived in Belgrade on 3 April.

81 Blic, 10-12 April 2020.

a first and comprehensive package, worth €93.4
million, in donations, “together with a number
of key non-financial assistance measures”#

Former diplomat Srecko Djukic said that it wo-
uld not now be “correct to underestimate the
assistance of the EU which is also amidst the
pandemic...”®® According to him, it must be un-
derstood that the EU countries will first solve
their problems and that the EU will adequately
meet its obligations toward Serbia and the coun-
tries in the region.®

It is also indicative that the Serbian Minister

for European Integration, Jadranka Joksimo-
vi¢, tried to “control the damage” from Vudic's
unweighed words on account of the EU. She
pointed out that the “sustainability of the Eu-
ropean Union is necessary more than ever be-
fore both to us as candidates and potential
candidates”® She also said that “every citizen of
the European Union and Serbia, as well as the
rest of the Western Balkans should imagine how
the relations among the European countries wo-
uld have looked like if it had not been for the
damping influence of the EU, especially on the
north-south line”®

President Vuci¢’s unweighed behaviour provo-
ked numerous speculations about his geopoli-
tical position. Some hold that by threatening
the West with his turn toward the East he actu-
ally tries to receive better treatment in Brussels.
Namely, as is written by commentator Vera Di-
danovi, if the West's response to winking at
the East is “even greater tolerance to autocracy,
it is logical... that this newly conquered space
will also be used for an additional training of
rigidity "%

82 Politika, 28 March 2020.

83 Politika, 30 March 2020.

84 1bid.

85 Interview with Politika, 6 April 2020.
86 1bid.

87 NIN, 9 April 2020.
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In any case, on 20 April, the Foreign Affairs
Committee of the European Parliament anno-
unced that it would more closely follow the
progress of the negotiation process with the
Western Balkan countries, and secure finan-
cial support. On that occasion, Josep Borrell, EU
Commissioner for Foreign Affairs and Security
Policy, reproached Belgrade for having billbo-
ards in honour of Chinese President, “brother
Xi Jinping” on its streets, while the gratitude to
the European Union for its years-long generous
support of Serbia was never expressed in such a
way.®®

THE TOTALITARIAN POTENTIAL
OF THE PANDEMIC

“We are at war”! This was the first sentence of
President Vuci¢’s address to the nation anno-
uncing the introduction of a state of emergency
on Sunday, 15 March. To tell the truth, the lea-
ders of other countries also used the war voca-
bulary during pandemic such as “enemy”, with
the attribute “invisible”, against which we are
“fighting”, underway is the “defence of the peo-
ple and the state” and the like. However, there
are less of those for whose political character
and authoritarian ruling style such nrhetoric is
better suited than for Aleksandar Vuci¢.

This could be seen, for example, not only be-
cause he immediately opted for a “state of emer-
gency” instead of an “emergency situation”
which was considered to be more appropriate
by some experts, but also because of the way

in which it was conducted and the tempo with
which it was implemented. Also, the state of
emergency introduced in Serbia due to the coro-
navirus epidemic implied the extreme measures
that resembled a state of war in many respects.
Even in comparison with other countries and

88 Dnevnik TVN1, 20 April 2020.

societies which also resorted to the introduction
of a state of emergency, Serbia “stuck out” from
them due to its rigidity and restrictiveness.*

According to epidemiologist Predrag Djuri¢, Ser-
bia was not prepared for a pandemic “of which
the authorities were also aware; this probably
caused some kind of panic at the beginning. It
was probably concluded that only with restric-
tive measures, like those which were implemen-
ted, it would be possible to avoid the most disa-
strous consequences””

This was also confirmed by epidemiologist Zo-
ran Radovanovic¢ who stated that “we claimed
that we had everything but, in fact, we had
nothing”*!

The most drastic measure was the one prescri-
bed only for some categories of citizens — the
population aged 65 and over. It was without pre-
cedent, even in comparison with the previous
post-totalitarian and authoritarian regimes. Mo-
reover, soldiers with face masks and long-barrel
weapons were present not only in the vicinity
of hospital compounds, but also in the centre

of Belgrade; at the beginning, the curfew lasted
from 8 p.m. until 5 a.m., but was very soon pro-
longed for another seven hours (from 5 p.m.
until 5 a.m.). Moreover, it was threatened that,
should it be necessaey, the curfew could last 24
hours! Contrary to the opinion of the relevant
experts, it was also announced thst whole towns
might be put under lockdown. The penalties for
violations of restrictive measures exceed Serbian
citizens’ income (this especially refers to retired
people).

Both in theory and practice (in particular), the
state of emergency poses a temptation for every

89 The European countries with the most stringest
protection measures after Serbia (which holds the first
place) are Slovenia and Croatia.

90 Danas, 21 April 2020.

91 NIN, 16 April 2020.
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society, regardless of whether it has democratic
tradition, or is inclined to be ruled with a “firm
hand” and its citizens mostly give priority to
“security” over “freedom”. It is difficult to de-
termine a subtle dividing line between the in-
troduction of the measures needed to protect
society, on the one side, and the limitation of
fundamental human rights, on the other side,
but is easy to erase it. According to the current
regulations, the responsibility for the defence
against threats like this one or some similar to it
(earthquake, flood...) lies with the government.
On the other hand, the government is obliged
to introduce proportional measures, that is, the
measures that restrict the guaranteed human
rights “only to the extent deemed necessary”
(Article 202 Section 1 of the Constitution of the
Republic of Serbia).

President Vucic¢’s announcement of the possible
imposition of a 24-hour curfew raises the justi-
fiable question, as was put by Milo$ Mitrovic,
foreign desk editor of Danas daily, “where is the
boundary between really necessary measures
and something else”, because the “combination
of a campaign, fear and well-known inclination
of the leader of the Progressives to a firm hand”,
who “gets around excellently under (pseudo-)
democratic conditions, is not at all disgusted by
a naked dictatorship.”?

Bosko Jaksi¢, a foreign policy commentator,
emphasized that the President deals ignorantly
with the Assembly and commands the ministers,
forgetting that he is no longer prime minister.
He brought the judiciary into such a position
that it listens to him. He created pit bull terriers
who label the opposition as being Nazi, fascist,
treacherous, trash and thieves. He views the me-
dia that are not under his control as personal,
family and state enemies.”

92 Danas, 23 March 2020.
93 Politika, 10, 11 and 12 April 2020.

Like all other authoritarian rulers, Vucic also

has his devotees and “voluntary followers”, who
are prepared to creatively supplement whate-
ver the ruler has already undertaken with their
own proposals. Such is also the case of Nebojsa
Krsti¢ (the former media advisor of ex-Serbian
President Boris Tadi¢) who, in his regular Blic co-
lumn, proposed the shutting down of social me-
dia and arrests of “deceivers of the public”** Pro-
ceeding from the thesis that such proposals are
never first made by the high officials themsel-
ves, but by the “wretchers who are assigned such
tasks”, the author and teacher at the university
programmes in Florence, Dejan Atanackovi¢ po-
inted out that “... once you find yourself under
a state of emergency, it is difficult to believe that
the regime will not come to appreciate the tota-
litarian potential of epidemic”

Although the immediate reason for the imposi-
tion of a state of emergency may seem reasona-
ble and justified, Teofil Panci¢ reminded us that
states of emergency, both in theory and prac-
tice, are actually a pretext for the imposition of
dictatorship.”® He also pointed out that in the
“pre-fear of an invisible microscopic enemy” the
social paradigm is shifting. In democratic socie-
ties, as he emphasized, politicians are accounta-
ble to citizens: “However, when Vuci¢ snarls and
threatens with penalties, prison and curfew... or
when Ana Brnabic¢ wrings her hands over ‘poor
discipline among citizens,, it is clear that the
time has turned upside down, so that we will be
accountable to them”?”’

Yuval Noah Harari, a well-known Israeli wri-

ter and essayist, as well as the author of several
best-selling books worldwide, also pointed to
the traps of a state of emergency, which tends to
be of long duration (even when the reasons for
its introduction cease to exist). He reminded us

94 Blic, 17 March 2020.

95 Danas, 21-22 March 2020.
96 Vreme, 19 March 2020.

97 Ibid.
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that in Israel the state of emergency was intro-
duced in 1948, during the War of Independence,
which implied a number of measures ranging
from press censorship and land sequestration to
special regulations for making pudding! Israel
has never officially proclaimed the end of a state
of emergency and abolished many of “tempo-
rary measures” adopted in 1948; the regulations
for making pudding were erased in 2011.%

The famous Stanford Professor Francis Fuku-
yama has pointed out that most democratic
societies prescribe the conditions under which
the executive branch of government is granted
extraordinary powers (in the event of a national
crisis): “The real test is whether those reposito-
ries of power will regain their power after the
crisis ends””

European officials are also concerned over the
dangerous potential of a state of emergency. In
her interview with Danas daily,'® Tanja Fajon, a
member of the European Parliament (EP), said
that the “coronavirus must not be an excuse for
locking democracy”. She also said that “a great
problem is posed by shutting down the borders
completely”. Defence Minister Aleksandar Vulin
(one of Vudi¢'s outstanding devotees) responded
her roughly that if she, who is otherwise a Slove-
nian member of the European Parliament (EP),
“...cannot help us, we would be grateful if she
would not hinder us. This would also be of great
help to us”1%!

98 Nedeljnik, 26 March 2000.

99 Interview with Nedeljnik, 9 April 2020.
100 26 March 2020.

101 Politika, 27 March 2020.

In addition, a group of EP members wrote

to Oliver Varhelyi, EU Commissioner for
Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement, po-
inting to an “extremely disturbing” situation
in Serbia. They asked him to comment on an
“extremely serious” situation in Serbia and the
statements against the EU.!*?

In this context, it is especially disturbing that
Serbia’s society, practically without democratic
tradition, is very inclined toward authoritaria-
nism. However, this also applies to other coun-
tries in the region, as was warned last year by
Florian Bieber, the connoisseur of the situation
in the region, in his book dealing with the re-
turn of authoritarianism to the Western Balkans.
As was commented by Dejan Jovi¢, a political
scientist from Zagreb, “considered from a liberal
viewpoint, it is disturbing that citizens call for
an even stricter system and the suspension of
even more rights...”1%

In North Macedonia, this tendency to call for
the imposition of a curfew, “in accordance with
Serbia’s horrible model of transferring the res-
ponsibility for the coronavirus disease to citizens
(you are to blame for its spread, so that we will
lock you into your houses like in a zoo garden)
also raised concern by the well-known author
Rumena Buzarovska: “All of a sudden, my fellow
fighters for human rights have confidence in the
police and ask them to protect us. Some of them
call for complete lockdown..."”1%4

102 NIN, 23 April 2020.
103 Interview with Vreme, 2 April 2020.
104 Author’s text for Vreme, 2 April 2020.
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The pandemic has revealed the serious maladies of Serbian society — chronic problems, cor-
rupted political class, incompetent bureaucracy, fragile economy, divided society...

In the time of heightened uncertainty and fear for one’s own life and future, citizens turned
to their own families. However, under such circumstances, the first victims are freedom and
democracy.

Preventive measures were accepted by citizens and it can be said that, apart from small devia-
tions, all restrictions were respected. According to official statements by the World Health Or-
ganization, almost all post-socialist countries have so far achieved enviable results in the pre-
vention of disease transmission. As far as Serbia is concerned, many of them hold that this is
also due to the Yugoslav public health system, which also implied compulsory BCG vaccina-
tion. The system has been established by Dr Andrija Stampar.

Despite the fact that during the last decades the public health system was rather devastated
and that a considerable number of medical workers went to work in the West, it was proved
that its remainders still function. This contributed in large measure that disease transmission
was under control throughout this period, without dramatic and disturbing jumps in the num-
bers of coronavirus infections and deaths.

In Serbia, the pandemic sharpened the basic dilemmas with which its society and its political
elite, in particular, are faced. The dogmatism of the Serbian elite and missed opportunities like
those in 1989 and after 2000 inevitably impose the question whether it will be able to move
forward and make the crucial decision about Serbia’s future, that is, to substantially opt for the
country’s Europeanization.

The pandemic completely exposed the character of the regime, its arrogance, incompetence and
inability to assess the current international circumstances.

The behaviour of the government and President Vuci¢, in particular, points out that Serbia is
distancing itself from Brussels and its officially declared policy about the European path.

By criticizing the EU and Brussels in this crisis situation, Serbia opted for a rapprochement
with China and some centres of power and individual states, including Moscow, Washington
(more with the Trump Administration), as well as Berlin.

The suspension of Parliament, attacks on independent media and sharp reactions against criti-
cal thinking, as well as some discriminatory measures, point to the potential for authoritarian-
ism is on the rise and citizens’ justified fear that this can also be practiced after the crisis ends.

The pandemic served President Vuci¢ to conduct an election campaign at the time when the
other side objectively had no conditions for any advertising or promotion activity.

Bearing all this in mind the Helsinki Committee recommends the European Union to seriously
take into account everything that has been written and adjust its strategy for Serbia to the pro-
European forces in Serbia, including in particular: »
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The civil sector that advocates European values and systematically promotes theme;

Adequate support for professional media that are not government-controlled, so that the
public can gain insight into the EU’s true values and potential for the country’s develop-
ment within the Union;

Support for local communities (like Sabac, Para¢in) and local initiatives which, despite
pressures and endless negative campaigns, persevere in their advocacy of European values
and solutions;

Support for environmental movements, which are gaining ground in Serbia and, in that
sense, are on the European threshold;

Support for small and medium-sized enterprises for which the European market is of vital
interest;

Bearing in mind the pronounced anti-European behaviour of the Government and the
President during the crisis, the EU should give up its policy of pandering to Serbia in order
to win it over;

After the end of the crisis, the EU should react more robustly and prevent Serbia’s renewed
destabilization policy in the region, primarily in Montenegro, Bosnia and Kosovo where
Belgrade’s traditional claims were clearly expressed during the pandemic;

The EU should also prevent placing the division of Kosovo on the agenda because it would
have unforeseeable consequences not only for the region, but also for Europe.
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