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A Word from the Editors

The Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia has been
researching the ideologies and manifestations of extremism in the
concrete historical, political and social circumstances for more than
two decades. On the basis of these experiences, we have determined
the framework, topics and methodology of the research presented
in this publication. We have brought together psychologists, lawyers,
culturologists, political scientists, journalists and activists who have
perceived the phenomenon of extremism from different perspectives.

The analyses are based on the information obtained from a
large number of sources, including more than 60 interviews conduct-
ed by the Helsinki Committee team during 2021, judicial verdicts for
terrorism and going to foreign battlefields, official data of the relevant
Serbian institutions, media and academia. Multiperspectivity enables
us to observe and explore a wide range of factors having an influence
on the radicalization of both individuals and society.

We have analyzed Serbia’s institutional framework for com-
bating extremism as well as the possibilities and needs of local com-
munities to help individuals in the processes of deradicalization and
reintegration of returnees from foreign battlefields. The third part
consists of a comparative analysis of the verdicts delivered between
2015 and 2018 against the Serbian citizens fighting on the Syrian and
Ukrainian battlefields.

In order to get a wider picture, we have not confined our
research on extremism to its manifestations, physical violence, illegal
activities, or the phenomenon of foreign fighters. An important fac-
tor of radicalization is unconsolidated democracy and the very low
potential of institutions to protect the basic democratic postulates.
Extremism in Serbia also cannot be perceived without insight into the
media, the activities of the Serbian Orthodox Church and the division
of the Islamic community, so that special chapters are dedicated just
to these topics.
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On the basis of insight in each research, we have formulated the
recommendations for countering extremism and strengthening the
performance of the community in the processes of deradicalization.



Summary and
Recommendations

The extreme right in Serbia has already been on a significant rise for
two years, which is evidenced by the growing number of violent, ideo-
logically motivated acts. The main radicalization factor in Serbia and
the generator of extremism is the dominant political narrative about
the past, that is, the wars of the 1990s and actualization of the nation-
alist matrix, as well as the maintenance of Serbia’s aspirations in the
region. The official narrative about the wars of the 1990s is also the
basis for a basis for bringing up the new generation of young right
wingers either directly or indirectly. The research has shown that
young people do not have a realistic idea of what was happening in
the 1990s. Thus, in search of their identity, they spontaneously pro-
cess the knowledge about the wars in a wrong way.

Among the participants in the wars of the 1990s there is also a
belief that the sufferings of war are used for the radicalization of young
people as well as broader society. The authorities use extremists as a
convenient tool for quick interventions without high cost. Extremism
in Serbia is controlled by political actors who thus constantly keep the
society in a constant state of tension, profile the values of the young
generation and keep it obedient. Extremists are useful to the author-
ities “because everyone is afraid of them, because they are ready for
action”. The right-wing narratives also rely on the power of national
frustrations, which makes them acceptable in society.

Apart from the absence of legal punishability, the political and
moral condemnation of crimes and criminals is also absent. As a rule,
the perpetrators of the mass war crimes against the non-Serb popula-
tion in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo during the 1990s
now participate in public life, thus legitimizing right-wing organiza-
tions and their narratives. This not only encourages, popularizes and
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legitimizes right-wing extremist movements and organizations, but
also poses a threat threat of violence. Consequently, the responsibili-
ty for the rise of extremism lies not with young people who paint and
guard the murals dedicated to war criminal Ratko Mladi¢ through-
out Serbia, but with Serbian nationalist politicians who institutional-
ly protect and cherish the legacy of the crimes and wars of the 1990s.

The radicalization potential for strengthening the Serbian
right-wing should be perceived in the context of the events in the
Western Balkans: the intensive destabilization of Bosnia and Herze-
govina, the extremist statements and behaviour of Milorad Dodik, the
Serbian member of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, who
openly speaks about the potential secession of the Republic of Srpska,
as well as the promotion of the “Serbian World” idea, which was elab-
orated in several strategic documents of the Republic of Serbia and
matches the idea of Greater Serbia during the 1990s war years.

The special focus of this research is on fighters going to foreign
battlefields, particularly to Syria and Ukraine. The risk of their going
to Ukraine still exists, while their going to fight on the Syrian battle-
fields has not be recorded for a longer period of time. Overall, Islam-
ic extremism is on a significant decline and there is currently no real
danger of violent extremist actions. Registration for going to fight in
Syria has also been stopped.

The Helsinki Committee has also gained an insight into the
situation of women and children, Serbian citizens, who are stranded
in Syria. They live in a camp in appalling conditions and their return
depends exclusively on the relevant Serbian institutions. They wish
to return to Serbia. According to the estimates of the Helsinki Com-
mittee, their families can provide conditions for their life and chil-
dren’s education. However, the Serbian institutions should step in and
provide conditions for their safe return and assist them in registering
themselves, particularly children. Without the consent of the Serbian
institutions their return is impossible, which further prolongs the ago-
ny of women and children stranded in Syria.
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AN ANALYSIS OF THE STRATEGIC AND
THE INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK
FOR COUNTERING TERRORISM

The multidisciplinary team of the Helsinki Committee for
Human Rights in Serbia has analyzed the institutional framework for
preventing extremism and terrorism. The data on the implementation
of the Strategy for the Prevention and Countering of Terrorism have
been requested from all leaders of the activities listed in the Strategy
Action Plan as well as the National Coordination Body for Preventing
and Combating Terrorism. A request for access to information of pub-
lic importance war has been sent to everyone. With the exception of
the Coordination Body, all other institutions submitted their answers
by December 2020. Apart from the information provided by the rele-
vant state institutions, the analysis has also been based on other pub-
licly available data that could be obtained during 2021.

The next national Strategy should be more fully harmonized
with all relevant international guidelines, including specifically the
EU Internal Security Strategy (2010), EU Strategy for Combating Rad-
icalization and Recruitment to Terrorism (2014) and European Agen-
da on Security (2015).

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

¢ The next Strategy should be evidence-based, including empir-
ical, reliable and representative data on the initial situation
with regard to radicalization, extremism and terrorism in Ser-
bia, as well as the approaches to their prevention that have
proved to be successful. Also, the relevant research should be
continuous.

e The Strategy is not sufficiently comprehensive in terms of
its content and should be expanded so as to cover all forms
of radicalization, based on different ideologies and politi-
cal platforms, and violent extremism present in the country
(such as fascism, Serb ultra-nationalism, neo-Nazism). First
of all, the next Strategy should cover right-wing extremism by
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addressing the problems in this area, about which civil society
organizations and professional media report on a daily basis.
The next Strategy should deal with more activities, in terms of
diversity and scope, which would be sufficient for achieving
the intended aims.

The counter-terrorism strategy should include the gender
dimension, based on the previously made gender analysis of
the phenomena of radicalization, extremism and terrorism in
Serbia.

In the next Strategy, the area of deradicalization and reinte-
gration of radicalized persons should cover a wider range of
activities, thus including radicalized persons on probation
as well as their families, communities and civil society in the
rehabilitation and reintegration programme for radicalized
persons.

The Radicalization Awareness Network (RAN) can also be
an important resource in the development and implemen-
tation of new programmes, knowledge acquisition and reso-
cialization of former terrorists, foreign fighters and national-
ist extremists, so that significant cooperation with it should be
planned in the next Strategy.

The approach to the inclusion of civil society should be devel-
oped into full participation and partnership building with civ-
il society organizations, academia, professional media and
experts in the national response to terrorism in all of its phas-
es and areas.

The role of family should be fully recognized in the next Strat-
egy and should include the full spectrum of activities in the
areas of prevention, deradicalization and reintegration.

The next Strategy should recognize the significance and role
of local communities, understood in a modern sense, and
include the necessary actors in the national response to the
challenges of radicalization and recruitment to terrorism.

10



Summary and Recommendations

COMMUNITY CAPACITY AND NEEDS FOR
DERADICALIZATION AND REINTEGRATION
PROCESSES IN SERBIA

The development of a comprehensive and efficient pro-
gramme of deradicalization and resocialization is not possible with-
out the relevant information and multidisciplinary analysis. For these
reasons, the Helsinki Committee has collected the data that will pro-
vide insight into the relevant issues.

The research is based in an interdisciplinary approach, which
implies a coordinated involvement of several society sectors and
actors in interventions and disengagement, as well as programmes of
integration and rehabilitation. This approach has proved! to be nec-
essary for a successful programme of deradicalization and resocial-
ization, because radicalized persons and their families have a wide
range of both practical and psychosocial, ideological and other prob-
lems and needs, so that one actor or one institution cannot respond
to all of them.

The analysis of radicalization and violent extremism phe-
nomena is based on the information obtained in the period of June-
December 2021in individual or group interviews with the persons who
had been on foreign battlefields, terrorism convicts, family members
of foreign fighters, representatives of the relevant institutions, vari-
ous professionals and activists from the local community. The special
focus of this research has been on accessing the needs of individuals
in the deradicalization and resocialization processes, and the needs
of their families and community members for support and empower-
ment, as well as assistance in the rehabilitation and reintegration of
former convicts. This information is crucial for the design and imple-
mentation of efficient measures for the potential new returnees, are-
as of prevention, disengagement, rehabilitation and reintegration, as

1 “Non-custodial Rehabilitation and Reintegration in Preventing and Countering
Violent Extremism and Radicalization That Lead to Terrorism” A Guidebook for
Policymakers and Practitioners in South-Eastern Europe https://www.osce.org/
secretariat/444838?download=true.

11
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well as support in monitorimg terrorism convicts after their release
from prison and those tried for their involvement in conflicts on for-
eign battlefields.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

e The dimensions, forms and other characteristics of radicali-
zation and extremism must be thoroughly researched so as
to get a comprehensive and up-to-date picture of the state of
these phenomena, while the collected data should be made
available to all relevant actors and the general public.

¢ Asithas been established that all researched forms of extrem-
ism have emerged in very specific local, historical, political
and cultural contexts with specific dynamics, the usual uni-
form countermeasures are ineffective. Thus, it is necessary
to take into account the established specifics and design the
measures that will corespond to the real needs of various
forms of extremism.

e The prevention of radicalization and extremism in communi-
ties should be conceived by taking into account the identified
weaknesses of the needs and widely put it into practice as one
of the key strategic activities in terrorism prevention.

e The topics of radicalization, extremism and terrorism should
be introduced into public discourse, with a sensibility for the
nondiscriminatory treatment of all social groups, especially
minorities, but openly and with clear value messages about
their danger, as part of wider preventive measures.

e Various activities aimed at preventing and combating radical-
ization, extremism and terrorism should be strategic, involve
civil society organizations and have such a scope as to exert a
noticeable influence.

e It is necessary to raise the awareness of local communities
about the ways of solving the radicalization problem, as well
as to develop the relevant capacity. There is also the need to
conceive the programme of strengthening the resilience of

12
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communities to radicalization and create the relevant action
plans and mechanisms.

e For the families of radicalized persons, which are unable to
deal with the problem, it is necessary to design accessible
community support programmes aimed at resocialization
and reintegration, as well as deradicalization.

e It is necessary to design the adjusted and accessible support
programmes for various groups of extremists with widely var-
ied, specific and frequently long-term needs for support in the
process of deradicalization and reintegration in communities,
both during and after their imprisonment.

e Itis necessary to clearly and consistently condemn right-wing
extremism and devise measures for its combating.

A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE VERDICTS
AGAINST SERBIAN CITIZENS WHO FOUGHT ON
THE SYRIAN AND UKRAINIAN BATTLEFIELDS

The most striking conclusion that can be reached on the basis
of a comparative analysis of the verdicts delivered between 2015 and
2018 against Serbian fighters in Syria and Ukraine is that there is no
essential difference between their actions. The competent judicial
bodies in Serbia have taken a far more retributive approach against
Serbian citizens fighting in Syria than against those involved in an
armed conflict in Ukraine on pro-Russian side. Such unequal treat-
ment, which privileges Serbian fighters in Ukraine, is harmful for sev-
eral reasons.

Unequal treatment in the identical situation creates a suitable
ground for the emergence or deepening of the animosity felt by radi-
calized individuals against the Serbian organs and institutions. This is
certainly the case with convicts and people who feel a connection and
empathy with them. Also, returnees from Ukraine are free through-
out the trial against them, while former fighters in Syria are in custody
throughout this period and can be subjected to inhuman or degrading
treatment. There is no room for resocialization and rehabilitation in

13
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the custody regime. Namely, terrorism suspects even have to wait sev-
eral years before gaining the status of a convict in which case the pris-
on sentence can be adjusted to the personality of the radicalized per-
son. According to the international standards, such a life regime can
have a countereffect on the change in the behaviour pattern based
on violent extremism and can even deepen it due to the feeling of
injustice.

A simple approach to severe illegal actions of the former fight-
ers in Ukraine which, according to the judicial authorities, have the
characteristics of the crime of terrorism, creates the risk that they per-
petuate criminal acts or, more precisely, that they return to Ukraine,
which is done by most former convicts, as evidenced from the ana-
lyzed judicial proceedings.

The evident differences in punishment are a clear example of
unequal treatment, which is always “good stuff” for building the nar-
ratives about injustice, oppression and suffering, which can be used
by charismatic leaders who promote radicalization. Therefore, a strict
penal policy that does not provide much scope for the rehabilita-
tion of extremists is never a good response to terrorism and violent
extremism as well as the phenomenon of foreign fighters.

Different criteria, which are applied to identical or similar sit-
uations, deepen distrust in the judicial authorities by the members of
the population whose individuals are more severely punished. This
completes the vicious cycle of abuse of the really or allegedly ill-treat-
ed segments of society and creates a suitable ground for extremism.
Conversely, a uniform penal policy sends a clear message that reli-
gious, national or other background and the political context in which
an armed conflict occurs in a foreign country are not relevant to the
judicial authorities and that there is zero tolerance for foreign fighters,
regardless of the battlefield they came from.

14



Summary and Recommendations

RECOMMENDATIONS

Itis necessary to establish the uniform criteria in judicial prac-
tice with the aim to ensure that the actions of foreign fight-
ers on different battlefields do not differ substantially. This
refers specifically to the position taken in the verdict against
Podbicanin and others in the part in which a special intention
had to be proved.

The actions of foreign fighters in Ukraine should also be
viewed through the prism of terrorism in order to determine
more efficiently whether there are the elements of organiza-
tion, financing, training and public promotion in the back of
this phenomenon.

The measures of procedural coercion such as the custodial
measure should not last as long as criminal proceedings, espe-
cially if one takes into account that no other measure of pro-
cedural coercion was applied to foreign fighters.

When pronouncing and weighing criminal sanctions, the
competent courts should also take into account the personal-
ity profile of the defendant, that is, determine whether there
exist the elements of violent extremism.

15
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In this field, there is not much consensus regarding key concepts.
Many expressions signify different things in different sources and are
used synonymously or without clear definitions and delineations.
Even leading international figures do not have official definitions of
key concepts that are used consistently.

In order for readers to follow the text of this report with ease,
we have provided a short glossary of the used terms. Having no desire
to start an academic debate about the definitions and delineations of
concepts, this glossary merely outlines the meaning of the concepts
as used in the text.

For this reason, in addition to the glossary we have also pro-
vided a list of sources for further familiarization and studying of cur-
rent dilemmas.

Extremism — ideologies which are contrary to the general fundamen-
tal values and principles of democracy, rule of law, universal
human rights, personal liberty, mutual respect and tolerance
of different beliefs and faiths, and which set their goals above
or at the expense of other goals.

Violent extremism — ideologies which are contrary to general funda-
mental values and principles, which set their goals above or at
the expense of other goals, and advocate the use of violence
to achieve those goals, which are usually ideological, social,
racial, religious and/or political in nature.

Radicalization — a process by which an individual, a group or mass of
people are exposed to ideological extremist messages and sys-
tems of belief and/or pass through a transformation of their
beliefs from relatively moderate and generally accepted to the
adoption of extreme views, ideals, and aspirations.

Radicalizer — a person instigating others to develop or adopt extrem-
ist beliefs and views.

16
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Terrorist radicalization — a process by which an individual, a group
or a mass of people are exposed to ideological terrorist mes-
sages and belief systems and/or go through a transformation
of their beliefs from relatively moderate and generally accept-
ed to the adoption of terrorist views, ideals, and aspirations,
which may lead to the commitment of terrorist acts.

Self-directed and self-initiated terrorist radicalization — cases where
people have become radicalized to terrorism with a minimum
degree of interaction with radicalizers. These terms are asso-
ciated with the phenomenon of “lone-wolf terrorists” or “self-
starters”, who act on their own without outside direction, sup-
port or affiliation to any terrorist organization.

Counter-radicalization — activities, policies, and programs directed at
a group of people with the aim of preventing radicalization by
decreasing vulnerability and increasing resilience. A package
of social, political, legal, educational, and economic programs
whose aim is to change the conditions which may entice indi-
viduals to radicalization. They are especially designed to pre-
vent dissatisfied (or, potentially, already radicalized) individu-
als from heading down the path of radicalization or to deter
them from staying on that path.

Deradicalization — programs directed at working with individuals
who became radical with the aim of reintegrating them into
society or, at least, deterring them from violence. They strive
to invert the process of radicalization of those who are either
fully or partially radicalized or to help them detach them-
selves from extremist groups, regardless of whether they will
change their ideas or not. Deradicalization has two elements:
disengagement (rejection of a violent extremist group or their
violent methods) and deradicalization itself (complete rejec-
tion of the ideological cause that the violent extremist group
pursues).

17
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Resilience to radicalization — Capability of an individual, a group or
community to react, refute, and reject proponents of extrem-
ism and the ideologies they promote.

Vulnerability to radicalization — Susceptibility to radicalization,
increased sensitivity and a lack of protection from moral or
ideological attacks of radicalizers. A combination of factors
and characteristics making a person, group, community or
society particularly susceptible to radicalization.

Terrorism — The intentional and systemic use of violent actions
devised to provoke terror in the public or to influence the gov-
ernment as a means to a political, religious or ideological end.
Terrorism is a type of violent extremism.

SOURCES
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Sonja Biserko

EXTREMISM CANNOT
BE TACKLED WITHOUT A
GOVERNMENT STRATEGY

Although violent extremism is not a recent phenomenon, it is increas-
ingly being recognized as the main challenge in the modern world.
The rise of right-wing extremists has been neglected in the global fight
against terrorism (mostly Islamic terrorism), up until the recent ter-
rorist acts within every society, such as the ones in the US during the
reign of Donald Trump, who through his speeches and actions sup-
ported white right-wing groups. This has led to the radicalization and
the polarization of the country’s entire society, which is why the cur-
rent administration announced the fight against domestic terrorism.

In order to adequately approach this problem, it is neces-

sary to see the real causes of radicalization, especially that of young
people. The International Center for Counter-Terrorism (the Hague)
divides the causes of radicalism into three levels:

1. Micro-level, i.e. the individual level, which includes, for
example, identity problems, failed integration, feelings of
alienation, marginalization, discrimination, relative dep-
rivation, humiliation (directly or by proxy), stigmatization
and rejection, often combined with moral disapproval and
feelings;

2. Meso-level, i.e. the wider radical milieu, gathering a broader
audience which can be radicalized and brought to the for-
mation of terrorist organizations;

3. Macro-level, i.e. the role of the government in the coun-
try and abroad, radicalization of public opinion and party
politics, tense relations between the majority and minori-
ties, socio-economic status of entire groups leading to the
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mobilization and radicalization of the dissatisfied, some of
which could take the form of terrorism.?

Historically, the far-right, as well as the generally right-wing
ideology in Serbia, is the consequence of the structural changes in the
country after the dissolution of the socialist state. The wars fought in
the 1990s with the idea of the reconfiguration of the Balkans, or the
idea of Greater Serbia, which is documented in the Memorandum
of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Art (1986), are just some of
the ideological foundations upon which the right-wing thought still
resides. Its main characteristics (taking into account the historical
framework of the post-socialist period and anticommunism, which
was on the rise in Europe, as well as the chaotic changes that Serbian
society has been going through during a failed period of transition)
are: the idea of ethnic homogenization (Milosavljevi¢: 2001), a ten-
dency toward the fusion of state and ethnic borders (Gellner: 1987),
anticommunism and the denial of anti-fascism, the strengthening of
traditionalism and authoritarianism, Orthodox Christianity treated as
the superior religion as opposed to other ethnic and religious groups
(especially Croats, Muslims, and Albanians), resistance to the ideas of
multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism seen as the mixing of differ-
ent religions and nations, and a pronounced chauvinism and intoler-
ance toward “the new” (LGBT population) and traditional minorities
(Roma people).

What all these right-wing movements calling upon the extreme
Serbian nationalism and fundamentalist interpretations of Ortho-
dox Christianity, or Saintsavaism have in common is the pronounced
Islamophobia and hostile attitude toward everything coming from
Islam.

There are many types of radical right options and organiza-
tions in Serbia. Their activities are often qualified as “hooliganism” or
“extremism’, although those terms tend to mask the real state of affairs

2 http://icct.nl/app/uploads/2013/03/ICCT-Schmid-Radicalisation-De-
Radicalisation-Counter-Radicalisation-March-2013_2.pdf -
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— ideologically underpinned violence. The connection between the
far-right oriented right-wing political parties with these organizations
is reflected in the support they receive from them, as well as the ide-
ological closeness (stance regarding Kosovo, support to the secession
of the Republika Srpska, as well as the closeness to the Serbian Ortho-
dox Church). Examples of these political parties include the Serbi-
an Radical Party (Srpska radikalna stranka) or the former Radicals —
the Serbian Progressive Party (Srpska napredna stranka), New Serbia
(Nova Srbija), and the Serbian Democratic Party (Srpska demokratska
stranka). Ideological similarities exist due to the left-over structures
from the 1990s — which function either as a part of the system or as
the opposition, as well as due to the emergence of new layers of the
right-wing politics among them, which is managing to couple the log-
ic of market capital and nationalistic interests.

Serbia is failing to distance itself from its nationalistic past.
Even though nationalism is less violent, it is present in all social
spheres — from foreign policy, the media, education, to culture. All
key social institutions are still promoting nationalism as the only ide-
ology. This socio-political climate has birthed far-right organizations,
which are part of an international network. Prior to and after the wars,
Serbian propaganda was directed against the so-called Islamic funda-
mentalism, blaming it for the breakup of Yugoslavia and using it as an
excuse for its own actions in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The war in Kos-
ovo was defined as a war against terrorists.

When it comes to “right-wing terrorism’, it should be not-
ed that Serbia is unprepared to focus on the violence coming from
this side of the political spectrum. The unpreparedness of countries
to face right-wing violence hinders, to the same extent as the Jihad-
ist terrorism ,the development of a comprehensive strategy which
would significantly prevent the prolongation of violence. A distinc-
tion should be made between different kinds of political extremism in
order to form more concrete counter-terrorism strategies. Right-wing
ideologies and propaganda — as most forms of extremism — feed
off of some concept of supremacy. Diversity in a society, especially in

23



Extremism Cannot Be Tackled Without a Government Strategy

societies with a substantial number of migrants, is feeding right-wing
organizations which consider it their “natural prerogative” to domi-
nate society.

This matrix remained more or less the same, but under sig-
nificantly different circumstances. It was resurrected after the USA
declared war on terror in 2001, especially when it comes to Kosovo.
After the emergence of ISIL and their brutal executions of “infidels”,
Serbia took part in the international counter-terrorism campaign.
Young people from Bosnia, Serbia, Kosovo, and North Macedonia who
joined ISIL, were the cause for the campaign against fundamentalists,
and some of them were put on trial. Serbia passed a law to punish vol-
unteers and mercenaries who went to wars abroad. In practice, how-
ever, that law was used selectively and it was to a much greater extent
applied to those going to war in Syria than to those going to Ukraine.

The biggest problem for government institutions is how
to identify channels taking Serbian citizens to the wars around the
world, as well as the people organizing that. Besides undoubtedly per-
sonal contacts, social media has been extensively used for that pur-
pose, and there are profiles which directly and indirectly recruit par-
ticipants for the conflicts in Iraq and Syria as much as in Ukraine, and
they are appearing as quickly as they are disappearing.

Some instances of terrorist activities have shown what kind
of mobilizing effect one attack can have at an international level and
the significant effect of social media platforms on the radicalization
of individuals. The Internet is creating vast possibilities for the devel-
opment of relations with like-minded people around the world and
the creation of an environment that instigates violence. For exam-
ple, Anders Behring Breivik (Norway) became not only a mass mur-
derer, but one of the most obvious examples of the influence of the
chauvinist ideology of the regime of Slobodan Milosevi¢. He claimed
that he committed the murders against those he called “traitors to the
state” because of the “opening” of Norway, multiculturalism and “the
Muslim invasion of Europe”. This mass murderer said that his ideolo-
gy was “partly imported from Serbia”. Brenton Tarant, an Australian,
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murdered 51 people in a mosque in New Zealand. On the weapon he
used he wrote names of Milos Obili¢, Baja Pivljanin, Novak Vujosevic,
Marko Miljanov, and in the car he drove to the scene he played the
song “Od Bihaca do Petrova Sela” (From Biha¢ to Petrovo Selo) which
mentions Radovan Karadzi¢.

Due to its complexity, strong coordination and cooperation
within the national governments and between countries and organ-
izations on a regional and international level is essential for the effi-
cient fight against extremism, exchange of best practices and lessons
learned, and assistance in investigating and criminally prosecuting
terrorist cases.

As a response to this threat, gradually, during five decades of
activities, the international community developed a common univer-
sal legal framework against terrorism. This framework consists of 19
universal legal instruments against terrorism, together with the rele-
vant resolutions of the Security Council of the United Nations (UN).
The guidelines provided by the UN Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy
together with the resolutions of the General Assembly of the United
Nations give information about the application of these conventions,
protocols, and resolutions.

The OSCE, the EU, and the majority of countries have strat-
egies for the prevention of extremism. Serbia has officially opted for
the EU membership, and through the new Action Plan for Chapter
24, it has made a commitment to adopt and implement a new strate-
gy for the prevention and countering of terrorism in accordance with
the EU Counter-Terrorism Strategy.

The aim of this report is the analysis of the Strategy for Coun-
tering Terrorism, Extremism, and Radicalism in Serbia, and especial-
ly for the prevention of right-wing motivated attacks. Bearing in mind
years of insight into the work of government bodies when it comes to
right-wing violence, it can be concluded that there is no political will
in Serbia to focus on this spectrum of political violence. The report
includes all mechanisms, the Action plan, and the principal bodies in
charge of its implementation.
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Current radicalization is identical to the one from the time
when Slobodan Milosevi¢ appeared on the Serbian political land-
scape. All negative stereotypes against neighbors have been revamped,
contributing to a highly toxic atmosphere in the region. The relations
between Serbia and its neighbors have never been at such a low level,
expect during the war. Hate speech dominates not only when discuss-
ing neighbors, but also when discussing those Serbian citizens who are
critical and state their opinion about the situation in Serbia.

It should be noted that right-wingers are profiteering from the
global disorder caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, by promoting con-
spiracy theories, racism, and planning large-scale violence in order to
start a civil war or “race war”, as could be seen in the protests around
the world. Extreme right-wingers have created an efficient strate-
gy by using social media to recruit new members and carry out their
operations.

Young generations with no perspective are susceptible to the
influence of extremist groups. Political extremism of the right-wing
orientation negates the fundamental values of the democratic consti-
tutional state.

Extremists start with absolute truths, their doctrines reside on
axiomatic foundations, they are ideologically rigid and have a tenden-
cy toward finding “a scapegoat” for the current situation. They do not
acknowledge the ethos of fundamental human equality.

Subtle variants of right-wing extremism can undermine and
jeopardize democracy. Due to the very deft “political mimicry, verbal
camouflage, and game of confusion” and hiding behind “patriotism’,
they are even more dangerous, because it is harder to recognize them
as a social threat, especially in countries facing difficult transitional
problems.

The problem of right-wing extremism cannot be solved with-
out comprehensive state policy, primarily with regard to education,
the media, and state institutions — above all the judiciary.
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INSTITUTIONAL AND
STRATEGIC RESPONSE
TO RADICALIZATION,
EXTREMISM AND
TERRORISM IN SERBIA

This analysis of the National Strategy for the Prevention and Coun-
tering of Terrorism 2017-2021 was conducted to determine whether
it adequately addresses the issues of extremism and radicalization,
as well as whether the mandates and activities of all actors respond
to existing needs and lead to desired effects, in order to identify pos-
sible shortcomings and formulate recommendations for improving
the national response to the challenges posed by radicalization and
extremism.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the process of strategy evalu-
ation, which was to be carried out by the National Coordination Body
for the Prevention and Fight against Terrorism, was postponed for
2022. Accordingly, the process of drafting a new strategy and national
action plan will not begin before 2022.

The analysis of the institutional framework for the prevention
of extremism and terrorism, outlined below, was conducted by the
multidisciplinary team of the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights
in Serbia. All actors in Serbia — those with mandates or those work-
ing on prevention, research, documentation, treatment, deradicaliza-
tion, opposition to radicalization, or any kind of intervention relat-
ed to radicalization and extremism — have been mapped. Their man-
dates, objectives, activities and results were identified and analyzed.
The analysis was conducted from the perspective of a comprehensive
strategic national response, with a special focus on different target
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groups, existing needs, different approaches and interventions used.
The (un)equal attention and treatment of various forms of radicali-
zation and how it affects radicalization at different levels have been
analyzed in particular. Successes and shortcomings have been iden-
tified, and recommendations for improving the national response
to the challenges posed by radicalization and extremism have been
formulated.

Data on the implementation of the Strategy were request-
ed from all responsible actors listed in the Action Plan and from the
National Coordination Body for the Prevention and Fight against Ter-
rorism through requests for accessing information of public impor-
tance. All institutions, apart from the Coordination Body, submitted
their responses by December 2020. In addition to the information
received from state institutions, other publicly available data were
used in the analysis, which were available during 2021.

Towards the end of this analysis, recommendations are made
for the development of a new strategy for preventing and combating
extremism and terrorism.

NATIONAL STRATEGIC RESPONSE
TO RADICALIZATION, EXTREMISM
AND TERRORISM IN SERBIA

The field of prevention and suppression of extremism and ter-
rorism in Serbia is covered by the following strategic documents:

National Security Strategy of the Republic of Serbia (2019),
National Strategy Against Money Laundering and Terrorism
Financing (2020-2024),

National Strategy for the Prevention and Countering of Ter-
rorism (2017-2021),

National Strategy for Combating Violence and Indecent
Behavior at Sporting Events (2013-2018).
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The National Security Strategy of the Republic of Serbia2 is an
umbrella strategic document that provides an overview of the securi-
ty environment, outlines the main challenges, risks and threats, iden-
tifies the highest national interests and determines how they will be
achieved and be protected in an changed security environment. Thus,
this strategy represents a starting point for the development of other,
hierarchically lower strategies, laws and public policies, including the
Strategy for the Countering of Terrorism.

The first National Security Strategy from 2009 recognized
terrorism and violent extremism for the first time as one of the big-
gest threats to security. One decade later, in 2019, Serbia adopted a
new National Security Strategy, which also recognizes radicalization,
extremism and terrorism as dangers. Regardless of the fact that the
new National Security Strategy emerged after the Strategy for Com-
bating Terrorism, the essential concepts of security and major threats
are equally present in both strategies, so it can be expected that the
authors of the next strategy for combating terrorism will base it on the
same concept outlined in the National Security Strategy, since it is the
more significant document in terms of hierarchy.

Therefore, in order to understand the Strategy for the Coun-
tering of Terrorism, it is necessary to point out some basic elements
from the main political document concerning the defense and secu-
rity of Serbia. In fact, the Strategy of Defense and National Security
is one of the Serbian Government’s most important strategic docu-
ments that indicates the realization of the idea of a “Serbian World’,
which is the core ideology of Serbian extremist groups and which rep-
resents a danger to the Western Balkans. The document outlines that
the priority of foreign policy is “care for all Serbs, regardless of where
they live”, and that “preserving the Republika Srpska as an entity with-
in Bosnia and Herzegovina” is of special importance for the security
and defense of Serbia.

3 From 2019: https://www.pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/SlGlasnikPortal/eli/rep/
sgrs/skupstina/strategija/2019/94/2; From 2009: http://www.voa.mod.gov.rs/
dokumenti/strategija-nacionalne-bezbednosti.pdf.
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The National Defense Strategy and its radicalizing potential
should be seen primarily in the context of events in the Western Bal-
kans: the intensive destabilization of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the
extremist statements and behavior of Serbian BiH Presidency mem-
ber Milorad Dodik, who speaks openly about the possibility of seces-
sion of the Republika Srpska; the growing rapprochement between
Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama and Serbian President Aleksandar
Vucdié, who share the same ideas of a Greater Albania and Greater Ser-
bia, respectively, and advocating the idea of a “Serbian world” which, in
addition to the above document, has been elaborated in several strate-
gic documents of the Republic of Serbia and represents a counterpart
to the idea of a Greater Serbia that came to the fore during the war-
torn 1990s.

The Defense Strategy treats as a security threat the aspira-
tions and attempts “in some countries of the region” to achieve “the
highest possible degree of national unification of ethnic space and
implement irredentist projects, especially when it comes to creat-
ing a ‘Greater Albania, which would include revision of and chang-
es to internationally determined state borders and jurisdictions’,
which “poses a threat to peace and security at the regional level, as
well as beyond”. Many international experts on the Balkans point out
that this would be reflected primarily in changes to Kosovo’s borders,
which could lead to a further disintegration of the Balkans. However,
many of them, including Edward Joseph, lecturer at Johns Hopkins
University in Washington, have warned that “a Greater Serbia will lead
to the creation of a Greater Albania, and vice versa”.4

This is supported by the fact that the idea of ethnic territori-
al unity is advocated precisely by Serbia in numerous strategic docu-
ments. Primarily, these are the Strategy on Relations of the Mother-
land with Serbs in the Diaspora (2011), the Charter on the Serbian Cul-
tural Space signed by the Ministers of Education of the Republic of
Serbia and the Republika Srpska (2019), as well as the Law on Cyrillic

4 “Slobodna Evropa”, 4 January 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/
edward-joseph-intervju/31632463.html.
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alphabet, and the Cultural Development Strategy of the Republic of
Serbia from 2021 to 2029 (2020).

Serbian defense strategists rightly note that “phenomena and
manifestations of the strengthening of extreme nationalist groups,
as well as the disruption of political relations and the deepening of
political divisions” negatively impact the situation in the region. How-
ever, in the continuation of the very same paragraph, it is clear that
the attitude towards that type of danger is selective and refers to “reli-
gious extremism which, above all, results in the strengthening of radi-
cal Islamic movements, whose activities could destabilize the region”.

The key risks and threats to the security of the Republic of Serbia
are separatist aspirations, ethnic and religious extremism, covert foreign
factor actions, organized crime and illegal migration. Special empha-
sis is placed on “Kosovo’s illegal and unilateral declaration of independ-
ence”. The activities of criminal groups are treated as dangerous, but it is
Albanians in particular who are targeted in this regard, since the strate-
gy states that “the activities of criminal groups in the south of the Repub-
lic of Serbia pose a particular security threat, primarily because of their
links with terrorist, extremist and separatist activities”>

The Strategy Against Money Laundering and Terrorism Financ-
ing for the period 2020-2024% builds on the two previous strategies in
this field (2008-2013 and 2014-2019) and is aimed at developing and
strengthening the system for combating money laundering and terror-
ism financing in the Republic of Serbia, in order to successfully deal
with the risks identified in the national risk assessment from 2018, as
well as to adopt measures that will be in line with the standards of the
Financial Action Task Force in the fight against money laundering and
terrorism financing” and will successfully contribute to achieving the

5  National Security Strategy of the Republic of Serbia, https://www.
pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/SlGlasnikPortal/eli/rep/sgrs/skupstina/
strategija/2019/94/2.

6  https://www.pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/SlGlasnikPortal/eli/rep/sgrs/vlada/
strategija/2020/14/1/reg.

7  FATF-Financial Action Task Force, https://www.fatf-gafi.org/.
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strategic objectives set. In June 2019, Serbia was removed from the list
of the Financial Action Task Force in the fight against money launder-
ing in countries with strategic shortcomings in the prevention of mon-
ey laundering and terrorism financing. On the other hand, civil society
organizations have been investigated by the Administration for the Pre-
vention of Money Laundering and Terrorism Financing in 2020 with-
out a clear legal basis,® which is an abuse of the legislative and strategic
national framework for limiting the activities of legitimate civil society.

The National Strateqy for Combating Violence and Indecent
Behavior at Sporting Events 2013-2018° has expired, and a new one
has not been adopted. This was the only strategy in Serbia that tackled
the issues of extremist fan groups, hooliganism, violence and crime in
sports. Both the document and its implementation have numerous
shortcomings:'® no measures were aimed at banning or disbanding
fan groups that have a history of “severe” violence; there was no sincere
intention to investigate the criminal responsibility of hooligans linked
to crime by the media; the racist and nationalist narrative at sports
matches was not brought into question, but has even sometimes been
supported; during the implementation period of this strategy, eight
people lost their lives in 182 violent incidents caused by extremist
hooligan groups; in 60 percent of the violent incidents in Belgrade,
it was not possible to prove a connection with sports, because they
took place outside sports facilities; the penalties imposed for such
incidents were mild (mostly suspended sentences or small fines);!! no
system was established to monitor, evaluate and report on the imple-
mentation of this strategy; already in the first half of 2018, no activity
from the Action Plan was undertaken.

8  http://preugovor.org/Tekstovi/1608/Novi-izvestaj-Evropske-komisije-jos-
kriticniji-o.shtml.

9  https://www.pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/SlGlasnikPortal/reg/viewAct/
c3be2176-76ee-4cea-9d9b-1656b412d159.

10 https://bezbednost.org/publikacija/nasilje-i-sport-nekad-i-sad-2/, http://
preugovor.org/upload/document/alarm_izvetaj.pdf.

11 https://bezbednost.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/
v1_-_nasilje_i_sport_-_bcbp.pdf.
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NATIONAL STRATEGY FOR THE PREVENTION
AND COUNTERING OF TERRORISM

With the Action Plan for Chapter 24 within the negotiations
with the European Union, Serbia has committed itself to implement-
ing measures in the areas covered by this chapter,'? in order to adjust
the national strategic, legal and institutional framework in accord-
ance with European standards. The development and implementa-
tion of the Strategy for the Countering of Terrorism are part of Serbia’s
commitments under the Action Plan for Chapter 24 and were due to
be adopted in the second quarter of 2016.

The National Strategy for the Prevention and Countering of
Terrorism for the period 2017-2021'3 (hereinafter: the Strategy) and
the Action Plan of the National Strategy for the Prevention and Coun-
tering of Terrorism (hereinafter: the Action Plan) were adopted at the
Government session on 12 October, 2017. This was the first time that
Serbia created a strategic national framework in this field, necessary
for an adequate, i.e. comprehensive and coherent national response
to the threats of radicalization, extremism and terrorism.

The National Strategy defines the basic and permanent com-
mitments, values, objectives and activities of Serbia’s policy in the
field of prevention and countering of terrorism and establishes a stra-
tegic framework for responding to this threat.

12 Chapter 24 - Justice, Freedom and Security, aims to enable the free movement
of people, while guaranteeing their security. This chapter is divided into 12 sub-
areas: asylum, migration, visa policy, external borders and Schengen, fight
against organized crime, combating drug abuse, fight against trafficking in
human beings, fight against terrorism, judicial cooperation in civil and criminal
matters, judicial cooperation in criminal matters, police cooperation and customs
cooperation.

13 https://www.pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/SlGlasnikPortal/eli/rep/sgrs/vlada/
strategija/2017/94/1/reg
http://www.mup.gov.rs/wps/wcm/connect/6afff4ba-fa59-4d8a-99e4—
729c0eb2bas4/AP+terorizam-1.pdf?’MOD=AJPERES&CVID=mfqh4iX.
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INTERNATIONAL GUIDELINES AS A STARTING
POINT FOR DRAFTING THE STRATEGY

Numerous international documents, standards and inter-
national legal obligations were used as a starting point for drafting
this Strategy, primarily the Charter of the United Nations, the Unit-
ed Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy, the Council of Europe
Convention on the Prevention of Terrorism, the European Union
Counter-Terrorism Strategy, Directive 2017/541 of the European Par-
liament and of the Council of Europe of 15 March 2017, as well as oth-
er international instruments for combating terrorism.

In many basic settings, principles and approaches, the Strat-
egy follows international guidelines. However, the Strategy does not
take into account important European Union strategic documents
on terrorism, such as the 2010 EU Internal Security Strategy, the 2014
EU Strategy for Combating Radicalization and Recruitment to Terror-
ism and the 2015 EU Agenda on Security. Deviation from internation-
al guidelines is particularly noticeable: in relation to the need for pub-
lic policies to be based on evidence, i.e. based on up-to-date, compre-
hensive and continuous research of the phenomenon; that the imple-
mentation of strategies must involve a broad range of relevant actors
such as civil society, the private sector, the media and others; that the
messages coming from governing structures must be clear, unambigu-
ous and strong in condemning all forms of radicalization and extrem-
ism; that the response to radicalization and extremism must ensure
the inclusion and provision of equal opportunities for all social
groups, including marginalized, excluded and minority communities;
and that the implementation of the strategy should be transparent,
flexible and effective. This will be discussed in more detail below.
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ANALYSIS OF SITUATION AND CHALLENGE

The Strategy for the Prevention and Countering of Terrorism
does not contain an adequate and valid description of the situation in
Serbia, which should be the basic starting point of that document and
the Action Plan. Instead of providing detailed and precise data on the
situation, general statements are given from unquoted, mostly theo-
retical sources.

The chapter Analysis of Situation and Challenges briefly states
that the threat of terrorism to the Republic of Serbia is real, that there
has been a strengthening of violent extremism and an increase in the
radicalization of certain individuals and groups. The Strategy also
identifies the main forms of manifestation of the threat of terrorism
specific to Serbia:

e ethnically motivated extremism and separatist tendencies in
some parts of the territory, with the possibility to grow into ter-
rorism, particularly in relation to the unilaterally proclaimed
independence of Kosovo and Metohija;

e activity of members and supporters of radical Islamic move-
ments and organizations, which are organizationally and
functionally linked with similar movements in the region and
beyond;

e continuous propaganda activity of radical religious preachers,
individuals or groups who with the tendentious interpretation
of religious teaching consciously spread the ideology of vio-
lent extremism, and the radicalization of the youth and reli-
gious converts;

e return of terrorist fighters from conflict areas to Serbia or
countries of the region, whereby they become further radical-
ized and capable of executing terrorist attacks, thus possibly
serving as negative role models;

e danger of the infiltration of terrorists during a mass influx
of migrants and refugees, exceeding the Republic of Serbia’s
receipt capacity.
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It remains undefined from which research or source the data
on which the strategic plan should be based come from, nor what
specific data this involves. Modern international principles of stra-
tegic management stand in contrast to this approach. They call for
national strategies to be an expression of evidence-based policy. This,
among other things, implies the need for empirical, reliable and rep-
resentative data on the initial situation in the field of radicalization,
extremism and terrorism in Serbia, as well as on the approaches to
their prevention that have been proven as successful. This data should
be used as a starting point for creating a strategy and an action plan.

In addition, not only in the Strategy, but more broadly, in Ser-
bia, there is a lack of research on the radicalization, extremism and
terrorism, as a basis and starting point for strategic management in
this field. Research in this field is scarce and insufficient, rare and
fragmentary, so there is a need to collect and analyze baseline data in
this regard. Research is needed on the extent, causes, factors, mecha-
nisms, and types of radicalization and extremism, as well as research
on existing responses to them.

This weakness is not even recognized in the description of the
situation or in the objectives of the Strategy, and is only partially men-
tioned in the Action Plan. Only activity 1.2.6. refers to encouraging sci-
entific research on the causes and manifestations of terrorism, violent
extremism and radicalization leading to terrorism, and the improve-
ment and exchange of research results and opinions among research-
ers and policy makers. However, this activity is limited only to caus-
es and manifestations and limited to the academic sector (this activ-
ity falls solely under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Education, Sci-
ence and Technological Development). A complete overview of the
situation is possible only with much broader research frameworks.
Research activity conceived in this way suggests that the exchange of
information is also limited to researchers and policy makers, which is

14 The 2010 EU Internal Security Strategy, the 2014 EU Strategy for Combating
Radicalisation and Recruitment to Terrorism and the 2015 EU Agenda on Security.
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insufficient and contrary to numerous international principles in this
field involving the wider community, the civil and the private sector.

For example, the EU Strategy for Combating Radicalization
and Recruitment to Terrorism from 2014 emphasizes on multiple
points the need for continuous research into radicalization and ter-
rorism as ever-changing phenomena to achieve an effective response,
as well as the need to continuously adapt approaches based on new
facts. Encouraging research into the trends and challenges of radicali-
zation and recruitment to terrorism, existing needs and responses to
them, is one of the ten priorities under this European Union strategy’s
response to radicalization and terrorism. Discussions with academ-
ia, government, first-line practitioners from various fields, vulnerable
individuals, former terrorists, victims of terrorism, as well as with civ-
il society organizations are also recommended to better understand
these phenomena at the local, national, regional and international
levels.

The lack of adequate research and understanding of the ini-
tial situation was reflected in the incomplete plan of strategic action,
in the content of which certain highly important courses of action are
missing. Primarily, and as mentioned above, this Strategy will not ena-
ble sufficient research on the state of radicalization, extremism and
terrorism in Serbia, because it did not recognize their lack as a weak-
ness. Other content-related shortcomings will be discussed below.

The lack of precise, concrete and comprehensive data on the
initial situation will have a negative impact on monitoring the effects
of the implementation of the Strategy, and especially on the impact
assessment, i.e. the assessment of the effectiveness of the overall strat-
egy at the end of implementation.
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STRATEGY PURPOSE AND PRIORITIES

The purpose of the Strategy is defined as protecting the Repub-
lic of Serbia from the terrorist threat to its citizens, values and inter-
ests, while at the same time supporting international efforts to coun-
ter terrorism.

Four priority areas of the Strategy fully follow the four pillars
of the European Union Counter-Terrorism Strategy'® and include:

1. Prevention of terrorism, violent extremism and radicaliza-

tion leading to terrorism;

2. Protection by detection and elimination of terrorism threats

and system weaknesses;

3. Criminal prosecution of terrorists, while respecting human

rights, the rule of law and democracy; and

4. System response in case of a terrorist attack.

In this part of the priority areas, the Strategy is in line with
the EU Strategy and the areas of necessary work on radicalization and
extremism are mapped out well. However, the objectives and activi-
ties that fall under strategic areas are questionable in almost all seg-
ments. At least in some parts, it was necessary to plan several differ-
ent activities in order to achieve the planned impacts in each of the
priority areas. For example, in the chapter on prevention (strategic
objective 1.5), “skill of strategic communication” is explained as “con-
fronting malicious interpretation of religious teaching and extrem-
ist messages in the public media and on the internet’, which should
enable “consistent policy of communication with the public” and
ensure “the promotion of alternative, positive messages, and improve
the approach to revealing illegal contents on the internet which pub-
licly justify terrorism”. In the following paragraph, this objective is
explained somewhat differently: “This objective will be achieved
through the efforts to recognize the importance and advantage of
the skill of strategic communication at the level of preventing violent

15 https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST%2014469%202005%20
REV%204/EN/pdf.
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extremism and radicalization leading to terrorism, and to build the
necessary capacities for its implementation.” Apart from this unclear
and incomplete formulation of strategic objectives being a methodo-
logical shortcoming, it prevents further elaboration of the necessary
activities and subsequent monitoring and evaluation of the extent to
which an objective has been achieved. Methodologically speaking, a
better option would be for each objective to clearly express in one
sentence the change that is being sought. For example, “strengthen-
ing strategic communication’, or “developing strategic communica-
tion skills”.

To achieve the objective planned in this way, two activities are
projected:

e 15.1: “Strengthen the skill of strategic communication with
the public, by sending positive messages targeting vulnerable
groups in society, through regional coordination and coopera-
tion and other EU and UN mechanisms.” This mainly involves
strengthening the capacity of the Ministry of Culture and
Information.

e 1.5.2: “Provide the public with real information through the
media about the situation and fate of persons who have joined
terrorist organizations, which, with the help of relatives and
victims, reduces further radicalization and the departure of
new persons to crisis areas.” This activity implies the strength-
ening of strategic communication towards the public, and the
Ministry of Culture and Information is also in charge of it, and
the only indicator is the number of public messages.

Contrary to the proclaimed objectives and planned activities
in the field of information, leading media outlets in Serbia further rad-
icalize the public, stigmatizing not only vulnerable groups, but entire
national and religious communities.

It is unlikely that the realization of only these two activities
will achieve the set objective. In addition, the logic of activity 1.5.2,
according to which public information through the media “with the
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help of relatives and victims” is expected to reduce further radicali-
zation and the departure of new people to crisis areas, is unlikely to
yield the desired result. A better and methodologically more justi-
fied approach would be to plan for activities that have been shown to
achieve the desired effects to be implemented as interventions under
the Strategy: for example, media campaigns aimed at the general pub-
lic to raise awareness of radicalization and extremism and of how to
prevent them, education of vulnerable groups about these phenome-
na — also in order to prevent radicalizing action, work directed at and
tailored to vulnerable communities, etc.

MAIN THREATS

The biggest shortcoming in terms of the identified main types
of terrorism in Serbia is ignoring the dangers of right-wing extremism
in the Strategy and the Action Plan. Thus, in its chapter Analysis of
Situation and Challenges, the Strategy outlines the following as main
manifestations of terrorist threats specific to the Republic of Serbia:

e ethnically motivated extremism and separatist tendencies in
some parts of the territory,

e activity of members and supporters of radical Islamic move-
ments and organizations,

e continuous propaganda activity of radical religious preachers

e return of terrorist fighters from conflict areas to Serbia, thus
possibly serving as negative role models, and

e danger of the infiltration of terrorists during a mass influx of
migrants and refugees.

The threats defined in this way confirm that the notion of
extremism is being reduced to Islamic radicalism and groups related
to ISIL and other Middle Eastern terrorist groups. The way in which
the threats are defined opens the door for abuse of the Strategy that
may result in greater discrimination of minorities, stigmatization and
placing them under unnecessary security control. Based on an anal-
ysis of the public speech of politicians and the media, we point out
that the strategists, in defining the threats as “ethnically motivated
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extremism and separatist tendencies in some parts of the territory’,
exclusively meant minorities living in Serbia’s border areas.

The strategy is not comprehensive enough and should be
expanded to include all forms of radicalization and violent extremism
in the country (such as fascism, extreme nationalism, neo-Nazism) in
line with the EU Counter-Terrorism Strategy. Moreover, this was also a
remark made by civil society organizations during the public debate
on the draft Strategy, but their remarks were not taken into account.

Right-wing extremism has been present in Serbia since the
1990s and was fueled by the political mainstream during Slobodan
Milosevi¢’s rule, when its legitimacy was made possible. During the
wars of the 1990s, extremists were mostly part of various paramilitary
formations and cooperated with the Serbian regime at the time. After
2000, they transformed into associations, movements and numerous
groups of hooligans at football matches that spread hate speech and
participate in violent incidents. Authorities did not respond to these
incidents adequately, but only in an ad hoc or repressive manner. Two
right-wing extremist organizations, “Obraz” and “SNP Nasi 1389”, were
also banned, but their offshoots were not.

In addition to causing many violent incidents in the country,
right-wing and ethno-political extremism groups were also a breeding
ground for pro-Russian fighters in the conflict in Ukraine, and have
been active in intimidating human rights organizations. There are
also links between right-wing extremism, football hooliganism, and
hate speech, which should be further investigated.

The influence of right-wing extremists on the public is much
greater than the influence of other extremists, due to the tolerance of
state institutions towards them and, in some cases, due to the com-
patibility of their programs with mainstream discourse.

As a consequence of the omission of right-wing extremism
from the Strategy, not only was no action taken to reduce it, but it was
also strengthened. In Serbia, during the implementation of the Strat-
egy, there was a rise of the far right — it was normalized and made
progress towards being legitimized, because state institutions and
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pro-regime media increasingly support, tolerate or ignore it.16 Take,
for example, the political party Serbian Right, established in 2018 —
led by well-known extreme nationalist Misa Vaci¢, who has been con-
victed of inciting violence against the LGBT population and of ille-
gal possession of firearms, and who has also threatened the citizens
of Bujanovac and Sabac Mayor Nebojsa Zelenovi¢ — is given space
in pro-regime newspapers, is opening offices throughout Serbia, and
has significant financial support, which is not common for such small
political parties.!” Vaci¢ is also a presidential candidate in the 2022
elections. “Leviathan’, an organization that presents itself as an ani-
mal protection group, and which often engages in far-right rheto-
ric and activities against migrants and refugees, Roma people, etc.,
has also announced its participation in the parliamentary elections.
Well-known right-winger Goran Davidovi¢ aka Fiihrer, leader of the
banned neo-Nazi organization “National Alignment’, returned to Ser-
bia after 11 years in exile in Italy and announced the possible partic-
ipation of his new organization “National Serbian Front” in the local
elections. The far-right opposition party Dveri is also very active in
spreading hatred and fear of migrants and refugees. By entering into a
coalition with parties closer to the center, as well as legitimately criti-
cizing corruption and the authoritarian tendencies of the ruling party,
Dveri managed to gain legitimacy in the general public.

It is noticeable that the tolerance of the ruling regime to right-
wing extremism is strengthening. For example, in 2019, a group of
hooligans attacked the premises of the “Pride Info Center” in Bel-
grade before the start of a football match. According to the Center, the
police officers who were at the scene did not react, while the officers
who arrived by police car — only after someone called in this incident

16  http://preugovor.org/upload/document/alarm_izvetaj.pdf.

17 Hajri¢, Dario. “MiSa Vaci¢’s Serbian Right — SNS’s extended arm”. DW, 14
November, 2019. <https://www.dw.com/sr/srpska-desnica-mi%C5%A1e-
vaci%C4%87a-produ%C5%BEena-ruka-sns/a-51236352> 7 April, 2020.
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— refused to conduct an investigation.!® In addition, in broader soci-
ety, the Council of Europe’s report on the use of hate speech in Ser-
bial® shows that continuous reporting spreads intolerance and rais-
es tensions, that hate speech in the media in Serbia is tolerated, and
that regulatory bodies and prosecutors have not adequately dealt with
this issue.

GENDER ASPECT

A serious shortcoming of the Strategy is the complete omis-
sion of the issue of gender and the gender aspect of the phenomena
of radicalization, extremism and terrorism. Both the Strategy and the
Action Plan are gender blind and do not address the specific needs of
women and men in any of the strategic areas. In this sense, the Strate-
gy is inconsistent with a number of relevant international documents.

In 2013, in Resolution 68/1782° on the protection of human
rights and fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism, the
United Nations Assembly called on states to shape, review and imple-
ment all counter-terrorism measures in accordance with the princi-
ples of gender equality. The following year, 2014, the UN Assembly in
Resolution 68/2762! on the Review of the Global Counter-Terrorism
Strategy encouraged states and organizations to consider the partici-
pation of women in efforts to prevent and combat terrorism. In 2016,
the UN Assembly adopted Resolution 70/29122, which called on states
to integrate a gender analysis of the drivers of radicalization for wom-
en into terrorism and to consider the impact of strategies on wom-

18  “Pride Info Center: Police did not protect us from hooligans; Ministry of Interior:
Incorrect and tendentious accusations”. Insajder, 2 October, 2019. <https://
insajder.net/sr/sajt/vazno/15699/> 7 April, 2020.

19 https://europeanwesternbalkans.rs/izvestaj-saveta-evrope-govora-mrznje-
nema-u-svim-tekstovima-ali-se-siri-netolerancija/.

20 https://www.un.org/sc/ctc/news/document/ares68178-protection-of-human-
rights-and-fundamental-freedoms-while-countering-terrorism/.

21  https://undocs.org/A/RES/68/276.
22  https://www.undocs.org/A/RES/70/291.
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en’s human rights and women’s organizations. The OSCE’s Ministeri-
al Declaration on Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism and
Radicalization that lead to Terrorism?3 (adopted in Belgrade in 2015)
points to the need to empower women and engage them in prevent-
ing and combating radicalization, extremism and terrorism.

All these documents were available when the Strategy of the
Republic of Serbia was being written, and it is therefore inexplicable
that their guidelines were not applied in such an important case. The
next national counter-terrorism strategy should address this short-
coming. But, above all, during the remaining time of the implementa-
tion of the current Strategy, it is necessary to carry out gender analy-
ses in this field, which would serve as a basis for the development of
a new strategy, and the new strategy should provide adequate activi-
ties to collect and monitor data on the various experiences, needs and
roles of men and women in relation to the prevention and suppres-
sion of extremism and terrorism and to deradicalization in Serbia.

International research and principles related to the introduc-
tion of the gender aspect in preventing and combating radicalization,
extremism and terrorism emphasize a number of aspects: the differ-
ent roles of women and girls involved in terrorist activities and in the
prevention of radicalization, extremism and terrorism; various ways in
which policies and practices in this field potentially influence wom-
en and men; the influence of gender factors on radicalization; ways
in which extremist organizations use their propaganda to manipu-
late and exploit gender stereotypes and discontent in order to improve
recruitment; manifestations of toxic masculinity that contribute to the
appeal of radical narratives; direct attacks and the broader influence of
extremists and terrorists on women’s human rights; various patterns of
involvement of women and girls in radicalization, extremism and ter-
rorism; characteristics and experiences of women going to foreign bat-
tlefields; characteristics and experiences of women returnees from for-
eign battlefields and those who remain there, as well as many others.

23  https://www.osce.org/cio/208216.
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REINTEGRATION, REHABILITATION
AND RESOCIALIZATION

Within Priority Area 2 (Protection by detection and elimina-
tion of terrorism threats and system weaknesses), one of the objec-
tives of the Strategy is the deradicalization and reintegration of radi-
calized persons (Objective 2.5). This is a very important objective of
the Strategy and it is important that it was set. In this way, the Strat-
egy is in line with the EU Strategy for Combating Radicalization and
Recruitment to Terrorism from 2013, which emphasizes that coun-
tries should design and develop interventions for deradicalization and
rehabilitation, adapted to the culture and specific context. The strate-
gic plan envisages two activities for the realization of this objective:

¢ Development of programs for effective deradicalization, reha-
bilitation and reintegration with developed institutions based
on best practices. The Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of
Labor, Employment, Veterans and Social Affairs are responsi-
ble for these programs, and the indicator of the realization of
this activity are the programs adopted.

e Suppression of radicalization at penitentiary institutions,
through adopted programs of deradicalization, rehabilitation
and reintegration. The Ministry of Justice is responsible for
this activity, and the indicators of the realization of this activ-
ity are the programs adopted.

Strategic activities set up in this way are not sufficient to
achieve the planned objective, because these are only introductory
activities for which the programs are still being developed, while the
objective is considered achieved if deradicalization and reintegration
have been implemented. During more than four years of implemen-
tation of the Strategy, it was possible to set more ambitious activities
which, in addition to the introductory development of the programs,
would have also begun their implementation.

Work on reintegration and rehabilitation with this concept
of strategic activities is limited only to persons sentenced to prison.
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In Serbia, 11 persons have been convicted of terrorism since 201324,
while a significantly larger number of men (31) have been sentenced
to suspended sentences for the criminal offence of going to foreign
battlefields, and according to this Action Plan, they would not be
eligible for any program aimed at rehabilitation, reintegration and
deradicalization.

The Strategy overlooks the role of family, community and civ-
il society in rehabilitation and reintegration, which is crucial accord-
ing to international guidelines. Family and community members can
provide support, but also represent obstacles in the process of reso-
cialization of convicted persons, and they themselves need support
and capacity building, in order to successfully cope with the challeng-
es faced following the release of convicts from prison. Therefore, pro-
grams for effective deradicalization, rehabilitation and reintegration
should also include them.

Given the sensitivity of the topic and the changing nature of
radicalization, it is highly important for programs of this type to be par-
ticularly carefully monitored and regularly evaluated, as recommend-
ed by the EU Strategy for Combating Radicalization and Recruitment
to Terrorism. The Radicalization Awareness Network (RAN)25 can also
be an important resource in the development and implementation of
new programs, the gaining of knowledge and the reintegration of for-
mer terrorists. This network has a permanent working group dedicat-
ed to rehabilitation.

CIVIL SOCIETY

The strategy recognizes on several occasions civil society in
the sense of civil society organizations — as collaborators, and to some
extent partners. However, the real attitude of government bodies
towards civil society organizations (CSOs) during the implementation

24 According to data of the Statistical office of the Republic of Serbia

25 https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/
radicalisation_awareness_network/topics-and-working-groups_en.
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of the Strategy regressed further, so much so that the cooperating role
of CSOs was not represented, while government bodies have been
increasingly open in showing their distrust and hostility towards the
entire civil sector.

Thus, in the chapter Methodology, it is stated that the Strate-
gy is based on the concept of comprehensive cooperation among all
actors that can contribute to the achievement of strategic objectives,
and that this approach implies close cooperation among government
and non-government actors, including representatives of civil society,
the academic and scientific community, and partners at the nation-
al level.

Priority Area 1 — Prevention of terrorism, violent extremism and
radicalization leading to terrorism recognizes in its description the
importance of establishing intensive and close cooperation and coor-
dination between representatives of government authorities, civil
society, the private sector and families, in order to provide support in
case that radicalization is detected.

Strategic objective 1.3 — Environment discouraging the recruit-
ment of youth for participation in terrorist activities states in its
description that this objective “will be achieved through the efforts
to raise awareness among the youth about the bases and advantages
of democracy and the rule of law, improve their integration and their
social position, and ensure the support of the civil sector and family
in such efforts, particularly in the case of recognizing radicalization
among individuals”.

Strategic objective 4.2 — Mitigating the consequences of a ter-
rorist attack also states in its description that this objective will be
achieved, among other things, through the efforts to “motivate the
participation of citizens, civil society and the private sector in dimin-
ishing the consequences of a terrorist attack”

Annex 2 — Partners in strateqy implementation lists as one of
the partners “the civilian sector and other entities of society with an
impact on the creation of security policy, among other things through
the public oversight of the security sector”.
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It seems that this inclusion of civil society organizations in the
Strategy is more declarative than real, because there are no developed
mechanisms for its implementation. In other words, what will be real-
ized from the Strategy, i.e. the Action Plan, limits the involvement of
CSOs to three activities in the field of prevention:

e Activity 1.1.1 — Improve the general level of information of
the entire public about terrorism, through media campaigns,
round tables and public debates and other activities, includ-
ing cooperation with civil society. Within this strategic activ-
ity, during the implementation of the Strategy, a total of three
CSO projects were supported, small in scope and aimed at
preventing violent extremism and radicalization, within com-
petitions of the Ministry of Culture and Information for co-
financing media content production projects.

e Activity 1.3.2 — Strengthen communication and cooperation
between the state and civil sectors in the field of prevent-
ing the spread of extremism and radicalization, through the
organization of round tables, consultations and other activi-
ties with civil society organizations. As the Office for Cooper-
ation with Civil Society, which was closed down in 2020, was
responsible for this activity in the Strategy, data on the imple-
mentation of these activities were not available. According to
the Action Plan, the activities were to be implemented in 2018
and 2019. Representatives of the Helsinki Committee and
other organizations were invited to two round tables on the
implementation of the Strategy. However, government repre-
sentatives did not provide any feedback regarding the recom-
mendations made by civil society organizations.

¢ 1.3.3 — Establish intensive cooperation between government,
civil society and family representatives in order to support
young people in recognizing the dangers of radicalization
and be protected against it, through the preparation of pro-
grams and projects under this strategic activity. The Minis-
try of Youth and Sports adopted the planned programs and in

48



Institutional and Strategic Response...

2018 financed a small-scale project, which dealt with the topic
of radicalization, among other things.

The role of civil society organizations in the Strategy is seen in
various types of consultations and funding of their projects that meet
the objectives of the Strategy, which does not involve CSOs having a
partnership role, but only an executive and consultative one. The true
partnership role of CSOs would be reflected in the full participation of
organizations in all phases of strategic management in the field of pre-
venting and combating radicalization, extremism and terrorism — with
full involvement in data collection and assessment of the situation in
the sector, through participation in the development of the Strategy,
as well as participation in the implementation, monitoring and evalu-
ation of the level of the Strategy’s successful implementation. In addi-
tion, the annual budgets for these activities are extremely low — from
100,000 to about 250,000 dinars (between 850 and 2100 euros) in total
per activity, of which not all funds are intended for CSOs, indicating
that cooperation with organizations is at a very low level.

Involvement of CSOs through occasional consultations, limit-
ed only to the strategic area of Prevention, represents neither essen-
tial nor significant involvement of broader civil society in the nation-
al response to the challenges of terrorism, extremism and radicaliza-
tion. Instead, a more adequate approach would be the participation
of a wide range of representatives in all phases of strategic manage-
ment in this area, from initial situation assessment, through strate-
gy planning and implementation, but also in monitoring, evaluation
and identification of lessons learned. Therefore, the entire approach
to the involvement of civil society only through consultations, which
is a low-effective way of participation, should be promoted to full par-
ticipation and building partnerships with CSOs within the national
response to terrorism, in all its phases and areas.

In this aspect, the Strategy isnot in line with the EU Strategy for
Combating Radicalization and Recruitment to Terrorism from 2013,
which emphasizes that governments need the active participation
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of partners — including civil society — in the fight against radicaliza-
tion and recruitment to terrorism, as this provides a series of meth-
ods, resources and insights, which are not otherwise available. Part-
nership work with civil society is also in many ways useful for pre-
vention, since it increases the trust and transparency of the public
sector, which leads to increased resilience of individuals and commu-
nities to terrorist ideology and lowers susceptibility to radicalization
and recruitment to terrorism. Also emphasized is the need for the civ-
il sector itself to work on capacity building in order to be able to ful-
fil this role.

The Radicalization Awareness Network can be a particularly
useful forum for using all recommended methods in order to involve
civil society in responding to threats of radicalization, extremism and
terrorism.

CSOs are also recognized in the Strategy as a threat, where
within Priority Area 2 — Protection by detection and elimination of ter-
rorism threats and system weaknesses, the entire strategic objective 2.4
— Improved system for combating the financing of terrorism is almost
completely focused on, as it is called here, the non-profit sector. Con-
sideration of this threat within the framework of national protection
against terrorism is quite legitimate. Planned activities also included
the development of cooperation with CSOs, although only through
the Office for Cooperation with Civil Society, which has since been
closed down. It is also worrying that the number of strategic activities
in which CSOs are seen as a threat is higher than the number of those
in which they are treated as partners.

FAMILY

Family is mentioned in only one strategic activity: 1.3.3 —
“Establish intensive cooperation between government, civil society and
Sfamily representatives in order to support young people in recognizing
the dangers of radicalization and be protected against it, through the
preparation of programs and projects”, within strategic objective 1.3 —
Environment discouraging the recruitment of youth for participation
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in terrorist activities. The role of the family is reduced only to provid-
ing support in protection against radicalization, and exclusively to
young people. At the same time, this type of activity would receive
project financing through programs of the Ministry of Youth and
Sports, which in reality, as a rule, means a very small scope and short
duration of activities. The description of objective 1.3 also emphasiz-
es the role of family “particularly in the case of recognizing radicali-
zation among individuals”, but this aspect is not outlined in strategic
activities. By omitting the important role of family in other preven-
tion activities, in the lives of other members, not only young people,
especially in the deradicalization and reintegration of radicalized per-
sons, the opportunity to use this important resource was missed. Fur-
thermore, in dealing with the challenges of radicalization and deradi-
calization, families need support and capacity building, and by omit-
ting such activities from the Strategy, the opportunity to develop and
strengthen this important resource was also missed.

In this aspect, the Strategy is not in line with the EU Strate-
gy for Combating Radicalization and Recruitment to Terrorism from
2013, which, in addition to what has already been mentioned, empha-
sizes the important role of families, particularly those that have expe-
rience with radicalization and deradicalization, in creating influential
and credible alternative narratives, with which it is possible to influ-
ence those already radicalized to gradually deradicalize, as well as
those interested to lose motivation for radicalizing messages.

LOCAL COMMUNITY

Although the importance of acting at the local level is men-
tioned on two occasions, local communities are not viewed in accord-
ance with modern understanding. Thus, activity 1.2.4 — “Promote
intercultural and interreligious dialogue through media support”, only
through its second indicator, “increase in the number of citizens, espe-
cially at the local level, who are involved in intercultural and inter-
religious dialogue” to some extent indicates the intention to act in
the local community. Annual budgets for activities of this type are
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extremely low — about 250,000 dinars (about 2000 euros) per year
in total, which cannot yield significant results, even if only one local
community were funded each year. A study by the Helsinki Commit-
tee has shown that there no such activities have been carried out,
because there is no political will to do so.

Activity 1.2.5 - “Create conditions for social groups and individ-
uals potentially at risk of radicalization to be represented in institutions,
through the preparation of programs, especially at the local level”, also
indicates the intention to act in the local community, with an empha-
sis on impacting locally identified and particularly vulnerable groups.
Such activities, with quality implementation, could be important for
reducing the risk of radicalization.

The role of the local community envisaged in this way in the
Strategy is not in line with modern viewpoints. For example, the EU
Strategy for Combating Radicalization and Recruitment to Terrorism
emphasizes as a basic principle that the challenges of radicalization
and recruitment to terrorism cannot be addressed without govern-
ment cooperation with local communities, among other things, and
that joint efforts are needed at local, regional, national and interna-
tional level in order to yield a successful response.

In addition, another strategic activity, 1.2.7 — “Strengthen the
role and engagement of local self-government units in the prevention
of violent extremism and radicalization leading to terrorism”, refers to
action at the local level through the introduction of preventive meas-
ures in “local action plans of municipal security councils in certain
municipalities” and mechanisms for coordination of relevant actors
in local self-government units. This is a well-chosen approach, as it
involves adaptation and specification of interventions related to vio-
lent extremism, radicalization and terrorism specific to local contexts,
and cooperation of local actors. What remains is the question of how
this local action is connected to the national response, because the
manner of connection, cooperation and coordination is not men-
tioned in the Strategy, but is necessary for the implementation of an
effective response.
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In addition to all of the above regarding the role of the local
community, it is important to keep in mind the attitude of the state
towards municipalities where minorities live, primarily Bosniaks and
Albanians, who have been labeled as communities prone to radical-
ization and terrorism since the Yugoslav conflict. In fact, the issue at
hand is that the state does not want to integrate minorities.

A Helsinki Committee research on the position of minorities
in Sandzak and the Presevo Valley, carried out in 2021, showed that the
state has marginalized the municipalities where Bosniaks and Alba-
nians live?6. Both national communities are discriminated against,
which is primarily reflected in their underrepresentation in institu-
tions at the national level, low economic investments in the munici-
palities where they live, denial of national identity in textbooks, edu-
cation, and public life. Both communities are exposed to the brutal
campaign of Serbian nationalism, as well as to situations involving
incidents. The unrest among Bosniaks and Albanians, especially dur-
ing the last year, has been caused by the escalation of Serbian nation-
alism, which finds ground in numerous official Government docu-
ments?’. Manifestations of that are the murals of war criminal Ratko
Mladic, which have been popping up across Serbia.

When it comes to the Albanian community, its position and
real status are closely linked to the status of Kosovo and the Serb com-
munity in North Kosovo. Belgrade’s policy towards Sandzak is based
on continuous divisions among Bosniak leaders, as well as on control,
because Sandzak is an area of controlled tensions. Due to all of the
above, citizens are highly distrustful of politicians, which causes mem-
bers of minority communities to distance and organize themselves.

26  “MINORITIES: PERMANENT OBSTRUCTION OF SOCIAL AND POLITICAL
INTEGRATION”, Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, Belgrade, 2021.

27 Primarily, these are the Strategy on Relations of the Motherland with Serbs in
the Diaspora (2011), the Charter on the Serbian Cultural Space signed by the
Ministers of Education of the Republic of Serbia and the Republika Srpska (2019),
as well as the Law on Cyrillic alphabet, and the Cultural Development Strategy of
the Republic of Serbia from 2021to 2029 (2020).
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METHODOLOGICAL CHALLENGES OF
IMPLEMENTING, MONITORING AND
COORDINATING THE STRATEGY

As part of the Strategy document, in the chapter Implementa-
tion, Monitoring and Coordination, a plan for the execution of these
three functions of strategic management is given, which is methodo-
logically highly important for successful realization and in line with
international standards for implementing national strategies.

This part of the document states that the Strategy, together
with the Action Plan, which is its integral part, is a public document
which is necessary for transparent management. It is also important
that the Action Plan, without which implementation would not be
possible, is an integral part of the Strategy and this is in line with inter-
national standards and obligations that Serbia has undertaken in this
field.

Also, it is determined that all state bodies and organizations
that are the responsible actors for the implementation of activities
according to the Action Plan are obliged to develop detailed internal
action plans within six months, which, according to the submitted
answers, they did not do. These plans should be in accordance with
the general Action Plan, contain the necessary funds for the imple-
mentation of planned activities, and determine the partners need-
ed for the implementation of the defined activities. The strategy also
allows internal action plans to be fully or partly designated as con-
fidential, depending on the nature of data they contain. The strate-
gy also states that the level of confidentiality of the internal action
plan is determined on the basis of applicable laws and bylaws. What
is missing in this part of the plan for implementation, monitoring and
coordination of the Strategy is an emphasis on the fact that all inter-
nal action plans of responsible actors are public documents, availa-
ble on their websites (except, of course, those parts that are justifiably
excluded in accordance with data confidentiality regulations).
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The strategy also plans to establish a national coordination
body in order to coordinate activities, ensure efficient implementa-
tion, monitoring, evaluation and reporting on implementation.

The Strategy recognizes the importance of monitoring for the
full implementation and improvement of work, and plans to establish
mechanisms for continuous monitoring, which include:

¢ Monitoring based on the Action Plan, which includes:

o Detailed analysis of problems and obstacles which arose in

the process of implementation of the Strategy

o Identifying improvements in institutions

o Taking corrective measures as needed

e Assessing the effects and degree of efficiency of implemented
activities once a year

e Revision of the Action Plan as needed

¢ Reporting on the implementation of objectives and activities
(which will be public)

e Setting up a Government Working Group for the implementa-
tion, monitoring, evaluation and reporting.

The first thing that is missing from the Strategy’s monitoring
plan is a clear decision that all these documents should be public and
available on relevant websites, which would be in line with interna-
tional standards of transparent and open work of governments.

In addition, there are methodological shortcomings in this
part of the monitoring plan, as well as in the Strategy and the Action
Plan itself, which may affect the success of the implementation of the
Strategy.

e Thus, the wording of some strategic objectives and activi-
ties are not precise and clear enough, or they lack the key ele-
ments needed to monitor and evaluate the success of imple-
mentation. Some of these examples have been mentioned
and analyzed in earlier parts of this text, but adequate moni-
toring of implementation through necessary revisions should
have eliminated all these shortcomings.
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e Also, there are weaknesses in the selection and wording of
some indicators, so in some places the indicators that were
collected were not valid or sufficient for the activities listed.

e No indicator or strategic activity points to targets to be
achieved (for example, if the indicator is the number of par-
ticipants or the number of programs, the required number is
not specified). In this way, activities of extremely small scale
can be considered as sufficient indicators of an achievement
of strategic activities, despite the fact that their extent and, in
turn, their potential effect at the national level, are negligible.

e There are no set indicators other than those for activities.
This means that it is questionable on the basis of which data,
i.e. indicators, the success in achieving the objectives of the
Strategy will be assessed. The monitoring plan of the Strategy
states that the implementation of objectives and activities will
be reported on, but if indicators are not defined and the data
not collected on time, this will not be possible.

e Evaluating the success of achieving strategic objectives is nec-
essary and crucial. First of all, the purpose of strategic man-
agement of the national response is not to implement activi-
ties, but to achieve objectives, and activities are only a means
to achieve targeted change. In addition, the analysis of the
achievement of objectives provides information on how jus-
tified the selection and planning of strategic activities was
and what needs to be improved. As stated earlier in the text,
very scarce activities are planned for some strategic objec-
tives, which, logically, cannot lead to the achievement of the
objective. A full evaluation of the success of achieving stra-
tegic objectives would reveal and correct all such shortcom-
ings and thus make the implementation of the Strategy more
successful.

¢ Although not explicitly stated, it is clear from the plan itself
that monitoring of implementation will not be participa-
tory, but will only involve responsible actors and the formed
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Working Group, which is contrary to all modern viewpoints
and positive practices in strategic management of national
policies.

The implementation, monitoring and coordination plan does
not mention evaluation, i.e. assessment of the success of the
implementation of the Strategy, which is a key and necessary
part of strategic management. Moreover, given the length of
the implementation period and the fact that this is the first
national strategy in this field for the Republic of Serbia, it
was necessary to plan for an midterm evaluation, as well as a
final evaluation. In addition, positive practice in this field also
implies carrying out an independent evaluation.

Finally, one of the key roles of monitoring and evaluation is to
identify lessons learned, learning and empowerment of all rele-
vant actors. The Strategy does not mention this, nor does it men-
tioned how the results of monitoring and assessment of effects
will be shared, discussed and promoted at the national level.

INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

The area of prevention and combating terrorism in Serbia is

multi-departmental. The institutional framework consists of all insti-

tutions relevant to this field.

The main responsible actor for the implementation of the

National Strategy for the Prevention and Countering of Terrorism is

the Ministry of Interior of the Republic of Serbia.

According to the Action Plan, other responsible actors of indi-

vidual strategic activities include:

1. Security Information Agency
2. State Prosecutorial Council
3. Office for Cooperation with Civil Society?8

28

The Office for Cooperation with Civil Society of the Government of the Republic of
Serbia was closed down in 2020, with the adoption of the Law on Ministries and the
establishment of the Ministry of Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue.
Part of the competences of the Office has been transferred to this Ministry.
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4. Ministry of State Administration and Local
Self-Government
5. Ministry of Construction, Transport and Infrastructure
6. Ministry of Culture and Informations
7. Ministry of Youth and Sports
8. Ministry of Justice
9. Ministry of Education, Science and Technological
Development
10. Ministry of Foreign Affairs
11. Ministry of Trade, Tourism and Telecommunications
12. Ministry of Labor, Employment, Veterans and Social
Affairs
13. Ministry of Health
14. Republic Public Prosecutor’s Office
15. Customs Administration (Ministry of Finance)
16. Administration for the Execution of Penitentiary Sanc-
tions (Ministry of Justice)

The following have also been identified as partners for the
implementation of the Strategy:

e bodies in charge of managing, harmonization and directing,
supervision and control of the security sector — the Parlia-
ment, President, Government, judicial system, independent
government authorities and supervision bodies and bodies in
charge of directing and harmonization in the field of security,
particularly the National Security Council and the Bureau for
Coordination of Security Services;

e prosecutor’s offices;

e stakeholders from the private security sector (private security
enterprises and private detective agencies);

e stakeholders in the information field;

e Government'’s service in charge of cooperation with civil soci-
ety organizations;
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e the civilian sector and other entities of society with an impact
on the creation of security policy, among other things through
the public oversight of the security sector;

e the academic and university community;

e existing authorities and coordination bodies: Standing inter-
institutional working group for the fight against terrorism —
as the umbrella working body; Standing coordination group
for supervision of implementation of the National Strategy
Against Money Laundering and Terrorist Financing; National
(inter-institutional) team for chemical, biological, radiological
and nuclear material.

According to the Strategy, certain local self-government units
should establish a functional mechanism for coordination of relevant
actors in this area, and also have measures to prevent violent extrem-
ism and radicalization leading to terrorism included in local action
plans of municipal security councils.

A significant quality of the Strategy is the multi-sectoral res-
ponse to the challenges of terrorism and the involvement of repre-
sentatives of various institutions. However, what the Strategy does not
sufficiently recognize, emphasize or plan for is an meaningful multi-
sectoral approach and planned involvement of various sectors of soci-
ety in all phases of strategic management in the field of preventing
and combating terrorism. From the overall analysis of the Strategy, its
elaboration and implementation, we can conclude that the focus is
on security services, police and judiciary, and that vulnerable commu-
nities are approached exclusively from a security point of view, while
all other aspects of the process of radicalization and departure to for-
eign battlefields, such as social or economic aspects, are completely
neglected. We looked into these issues further in the part of the publi-
cation that deals with the analysis of focus groups.
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IMPLEMENTATION OF STRATEGY ACTIVITIES

The assessment of the implementation of the Strategy was
carried out on the basis of data collected through requests for infor-
mation of public importance, which were sent to the National Coor-
dination Body for the Prevention and Fight against Terrorism and all
designated relevant actors within the Action Plan, except the Office
for Cooperation with Civil Society, which has been closed down in the
meantime.

The institutions to which a request for information of public
importance has been sent are:

1. Ministry of Interior
2. Security Information Agency
3. State Prosecutorial Council
4. Ministry of Justice
5. Ministry of Justice — Administration for the Execution of
Penitentiary Sanctions
6. Ministry of Education, Science and Technological
Development
7. Ministry of Labor, Employment, Veterans and Social
Affairs
8. Ministry of Youth and Sports
9. Ministry of State Administration and Local
Self-Government
10. Ministry of Health
11. Ministry of Culture and Information
12. Ministry of Trade, Tourism and Telecommunications
13. Ministry of Foreign Affairs
14. Ministry of Construction, Transport and Infrastructure
15. Ministry of Finance — Customs Administration
16. Republic Public Prosecutor’s Office
17. National Coordination Body for the Prevention and Fight
against Terrorism
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All contacted institutions submitted their responses during
December 2020. Only the National Coordination Body for the Pre-
vention and Fight against Terrorism did not respond at all, while the
Ministry of the Interior did not provide data on the implementation
of the activities it is responsible for. Instead, the Ministry stated in
its response that it was awaiting the report of the Multi-Department
Working Group for drafting reports and analytical materials related
to the National Strategy for the Prevention and Countering of Terror-
ism and the accompanying Action Plan which “will serve as a basis for
drafting all subsequent reports’, which is not an acceptable explana-
tion for not providing data on the implementation of activities under
the Ministry’s jurisdiction, because the reports of each relevant actor
represent the input data on the basis of which the summary report
is prepared — not the other way around. It is especially problemat-
ic that these two bodies did not provide data, given that the Ministry
of Interior is the main relevant actor for the implementation of the
Strategy, and the National Coordination Body for the Prevention and
Fight against Terrorism is tasked with coordinating activities, ensur-
ing effective implementation, monitoring, evaluation and reporting
in relation to the implementation of the Strategy. At the same time,
in the chapter “Implementation, Monitoring and Coordination’, the
Strategy itself obliges all institutions involved that “the report on the
implementation of the Strategy will be public”. In addition, such con-
ductis notin line with the principle of transparency in work and other
internationally accepted principles of national strategy management.

According to the submitted data, 31.43% of strategic activities
were fully implemented. Another 18.57% were partially implement-
ed, while 10% were not implemented. No data were obtained for as
much as 40% of activities. These are data for two strategic activities??,

29 Activity 1.3.2 — Strengthen communication and cooperation between the
state and civil sectors in the field of preventing the spread of extremism and
radicalization, through the organization of round tables, consultations and
other activities with civil society organizations, and Activity 2.4.5. — Establish
appropriate institutional and operational mechanisms for cooperation with the
non-profit sector.
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which were carried out by the Office for Cooperation with Civil Soci-
ety and 26 activities carried out by the Ministry of the Interior. (An
overview of the realization of activities is given in the following table
and graph.)

TABLE 1. IMPLEMENTETION OF STRATEGIC ACTIVITIES

Implementetion of activities Number of activities % of activities
Implemented in full 22 31.43
Partially Impelemented 13 18.57
Not implemented 7 10

No data 28 40
TOTAL 70 100

///
//
/ IMPLEMENTED IN FULL
/’ 22 activities (31.43%)
y
/ PARTIALLY
',"' IMPELEMENTED
' 13 activities (18.57%)
\ NOT IMPLEMENTED
\ 7 activities (10%)
\
NO DATA
\ 28 activities (40%)
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A more detailed review of strategic activities that were imple-
mented in full shows that the assessment of the success of the imple-
mentation of strategic activities is complex for several reasons.

For some strategic activities, unreliable indicators have been
set for evaluating whether an activity has been achieved. For exam-
ple, for objective 2.5 — Deradicalization and reintegration of radical-
ized persons, for activity 2.5.2 — “Effective suppression of radicalization
in penitentiaries, through adopted programs of deradicalization, reha-
bilitation and reintegration”, the sole indicator evaluating whether
this activity has been achieved is “Adopted programs of this kind”. If
the realization of this activity is assessed only according to the indi-
cator, then it would be considered successfully completed only with
the adopted programs, although the existence of the programs (docu-
ments) themselves is not a sufficient indicator or proof that radicali-
zation has been effectively suppressed in penitentiaries.

As mentioned previously, strategic activities and indicators
both lack the target (numerical) values that need to be achieved in
order for the indicator to be considered realized. In this way, activi-
ties of extremely small scale can be considered as sufficient indica-
tors of the realization of strategic activities, although their extent,
and in turn their potential effect at the national level, is negligible.
For example, for strategic activity 3.2.1 — Strengthen the personnel,
material-technical and expert capacities of the public prosecution in
charge of prosecuting the perpetrators of the criminal act of terrorism
and related criminal acts, the indicator is very imprecise: “Strengthen
the personnel, material-technical and expert capacities of the public
prosecution in charge of prosecuting the perpetrators of the crimi-
nal act of terrorism and related criminal acts” and it does not contain
any set numerical value. With regard to this matter, information was
obtained that the Republic Public Prosecutor’s Office received two
laptops and one printer, which according to the indicator formulat-
ed in this way should be proof that the material-technical and expert
capacities of the Prosecutor’s Office have been strengthened. Howev-
er, the question is whether this represents significant enough capacity
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building for a period of more than three years of implementation of
the Strategy.

In addition, the activities that are carried out and reported as
realized activities from this Action Plan often have insufficient stra-
tegic focus, i.e. they are not sufficiently directly aimed at achieving
the effects from the framework of this Strategy, but are part of broad-
er program activities of the implementers, which only partially affect
this Strategy. For example, for strategic activity 11.2 — Improve educa-
tional processes, especially in terms of timely detection and recognition
of radicalization, methods to counter violent extremism and respond in
cases of terrorist attacks, through the preparation of content proposals
supporting tolerance, inclusive society and adequate response, the of
Ministry Education, Science and Technological Development reports
that it develops and implements many projects and activities related
to tolerance and inclusion, with significant coverage of both users and
territory. However, most of them will not improve educational pro-
cesses “in terms of timely detection and recognition of radicalization,
methods to counter violent extremism and respond in cases of ter-
rorist attacks”. For this reason, it would be important when evaluat-
ing this and planning the next strategy to enhance the strategic focus
of activities so that they lead to the realization of strategic objectives
planned by this Strategy.

A more detailed review of strategic activities that were par-
tially implemented shows that often only preparatory or introducto-
ry activities were carried out, such as capacity building, development
of plans and regulations, holding meetings, etc., while essential activi-
ties that contribute to realizing strategic objectives were left for later.
Of course, such activities logically and practically must be carried out
first, in order to be able to carry out key activities based on them, but
if most of the implementation period of the Action Plan is spent on
preparatory activities, then there is little chance that strategic objec-
tives will be sufficiently realized in a short period of time.

A more detailed review of strategic activities that were not
implemented shows that the most common reason is that the relevant
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actor appointed to implement the activity does not have the authority
or the right to carry out such an activity. For instance, the Ministry of
Culture and Information points out about strategic activity 1.5.2 — Pro-
vide the public with real information through the media about the situa-
tion and fate of persons who have joined terrorist organizations, which,
with the help of relatives and victims, reduces further radicalization and
the departure of new persons to crisis areas that it has no right to influ-
ence media content in this way. Another example is the Ministry of
State Administration and Local Self-Government, which believes that
for activities 1.2.5 — Create conditions for social groups and individu-
als potentially at risk of radicalization to be represented in institutions,
through the preparation of programs, especially at the local level and
12.7 — Strengthen the role and engagement of local self-government
units in the prevention of violent extremism and radicalization lead-
ing to terrorism, it cannot be the relevant actor for their implementa-
tion and that the Ministry of the Interior, as the main actor responsi-
ble of the entire Strategy, can directly address local self-government
units. Given that some appointed relevant acotrs pointed this out in
the phase of providing an opinion on the draft Strategy, ambiguities
of this type should have been resolved at that time, or at the latest in
the phase of monitoring the realization of the Strategy, and the Action
Plan should have been revised in a timely manner so as to enable the
implementation of all planned activities.

REALIZATION OF THE PLAN FOR
IMPLEMENTATION, MONITORING AND
COORDINATION OF THE STRATEGY

No state bodies or organizations listed in the Action Plan as
responsible actors for the implementation of activities have devel-
oped detailed internal action plans, although they were obliged to
do so within six months from the beginning of the implementation
of the Strategy. This development and specification of the Action
Plan is necessary for more successful implementation of the Strat-
egy and its lack has contributed to the mentioned shortcomings in
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implementation. In addition, if these plans had been developed in
time and discussed at the sessions of the National Coordination Body
for the Prevention and Fight against Terrorism, many ambiguities and
difficulties in implementation would have been removed in time.

Mechanisms for continuous monitoring of the implementa-
tion of the Strategy were not established in time and did not fully per-
form their functions even when they were established.

Thus, it was only on 18 April, 2019, that the National Coordina-
tion Body for the Prevention and Fight against Terrorism was formed
and the National Coordinator for the Prevention and Fight against Ter-
rorism appointed, by the Decision of the Government of the Repub-
lic of Serbia3°. Among other things, the tasks of the National Coordi-
nation Body are to ensure efficient implementation, monitoring, eval-
uation and reporting on the implementation of the Strategy and to
submit to the Government a joint annual report on the implementa-
tion of the Strategy and Action Plan, starting in 2019. Firstly, the body
whose function is to monitor the implementation had to be formed at
the beginning of the implementation of the Strategy, because, accord-
ing to all recommendations of good practice, monitoring is carried
out in parallel with the implementation of the Strategy throughout
the implementation period. With this delay of almost two years, both
the Strategy and relevant actors were left without coordination and
monitoring throughout that period, and important strategic manage-
ment functions envisaged by the Strategy’s Implementation, Moni-
toring and Coordination plan were not implemented during almost
half of the implementation period. Thus, no one reacted when the
responsible actors did not develop internal action plans; there were
no analyses of problems and obstacles during implementation; nec-
essary corrective measures were not carried out; no planned annual
assessments of the effects of strategic activities and no revisions of
the Action Plan were carried out.

30 https://www.pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/SlGlasnikPortal/eli/rep/sgrs/vlada/
odluka/2019/29/6/re
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In addition, even after the beginning of its work, the National
Coordination Body stopped holding sessions from March 2020 due to
epidemiological measures. This not only delayed the ongoing activi-
ties of coordination and monitoring of the Strategy, but also delayed
the formation of a working group for reporting.

As a result, it was only more than a year later, in September
2020, that the National Coordination Body formed a Multi-sectoral
Working Group to draft proposals for reports and analytical materi-
als related to the Strategy and Action Plan. The tasks of this group
include: regular reporting on the implementation of activities from
the Action Plan, compiling other supporting analytical materials,
reviewing the current situation, monitoring, evaluating and analyz-
ing the achievement of strategic objectives. Since its formation, this
group has been working on the preparation of reports on the imple-
mentation of the Strategy, and only afterwards and on the basis of this
will it work on analytical materials. Due to the late start of work, the
Multi-sectoral Working Group will not be able to fulfil its tasks related
to monitoring, regular reporting and review of the current situation
relevant to this Strategy. In this regard, it has already been announced
that the reports and the development of the next strategy will be post-
poned to 2022. What can be achieved during this extended period is
a report on the overall implementation of the strategy and its evalu-
ation (although it is not listed among the tasks of the Multi-sectoral
Working Group), as well as an overview of the current situation, all
of which represents important data for the next strategy. As already
mentioned, the National Coordination Body is obliged to make the
report on the implementation of the Strategy public, and it would
be important and in accordance with international standards and
requirements for all other reports to also be made public.

With the new Action Plan for Chapter 243!, the Republic of
Serbia has committed itself to the adoption and implementation of a

31  http://www.mup.gov.rs/wps/wcm/connect/a7fbd693-caec-4f3e-b471-
187a2be8bcf0/lat-Akcioni+plan+za+P24+-+revidirana+verzija+23+07+2020.
pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=ng1két5.
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new strategy for the prevention and countering of terrorism in accord-
ance with the EU Counter-Terrorism Strategy. As the previous Strategy
expired at the end of 2021, and the new one was not adopted on time,
there is a gap in strategic action in this field.

RECOMMENDATIONS

¢ The next national strategy needs to be more fully harmonized
with all relevant international guidelines, especially the 2010
EU Internal Security Strategy, the 2014 EU Strategy for Com-
bating Radicalization and Recruitment to Terrorism and the
2015 EU Agenda on Security.

¢ The next Strategy should be based on evidence, i.e. empirical,
reliable and representative data on the initial situation in the
field of radicalization, extremism and terrorism in Serbia, as
well as on approaches in their prevention that have proven
to be successful. In addition, research in this area should be
continuous.

e The next strategy needs to include more activities, both in
terms of their diversity and their scope, which would be suffi-
cient to achieve the planned objectives.

e The strategy is not comprehensive enough and should be
expanded to include all forms of radicalization and violent
extremism present in the country (e.g. fascism, extreme Ser-
bian nationalism, neo-Nazism). Primarily, the next strategy
should include right-wing extremism, starting from the exist-
ing relevant problems in this field, which are reported on daily
by civil society organizations and professional media.

e The next national strategy for the fight against terrorism
should introduce a gender dimension, based on a previous-
ly conducted gender analysis of the phenomena of radicaliza-
tion, extremism and terrorism in Serbia.

e The area of deradicalization and reintegration of radicalized
persons in the next strategy should be improved with a wider
range and scope of activities, inclusion of radicalized persons
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who received suspended sentences, as well as involvement of
families, communities and civil society in the rehabilitation
and reintegration of radicalized persons.

The Radicalization Awareness Network (RAN) can be an
important resource in the development and implementation
of new programs, gaining knowledge and resocialization of
former terrorists, foreign fighters and nationalist extremists,
and the next strategy should plan for significant cooperation
with it.

The approach to involving civil society should be promoted to
full participation and building partnerships with civil society
organizations, the academic community, professional media,
and experts, as part of the national response to terrorism in all
its phases and areas.

The role of family should be fully recognized in the next strat-
egy, including a full range of activities in the field of preven-
tion, but also deradicalization and reintegration.

The next strategy should include recognizing the importance
and role of local communities, understood in contemporary
terms, as necessary actors in the national response to the chal-
lenges of radicalization and recruitment to terrorism.

All strategic management functions should be significantly
improved in the next strategy: successful and complete imple-
mentation, monitoring and coordination, as well as evalua-
tion and reporting.

The transparency of the entire process of drafting and imple-
menting the next strategy — including monitoring, evaluation
and reporting — also needs to be improved.

69



Jarmila Bujak Stanko

COMMUNITY CAPACITY
AND NEEDS FOR
DERADICALIZATION
AND REINTEGRATION
PROCESSES IN SERBIA

All the countries of the Western Balkans, including Serbia, face numer-
ous challenges regarding the return of their nationals who are known
or presumed to have fought on foreign battlefields in Syria or Ukraine.

Improving the mechanisms that strengthen a community’s
resilience to radicalization processes should be one of the priorities
of Serbia’s new national strategy for the prevention and countering
of terrorism. The Strategy for the period 2017-2021 emphasizes that
effective protection against terrorism includes a well-established sys-
tem of deradicalization and the resocialization of deradicalized per-
sons, but the institutions have not dealt with these issues so far.

Creating and developing a comprehensive and effective strat-
egy for deradicalization and resocialization is not possible without
relevant information and multidisciplinary analysis. Serbian institu-
tions have no answers to questions such as how families and commu-
nities react to returnees, what support there is for returnees and their
families, what the needs of families are, or whether the lack of sup-
port affects the success and dynamics of the process of deradicaliza-
tion and resocialization.

For these reasons, the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights
has collected data that will provide insight into these and other issues.
Based on the empirical data we collected in the period between June
and December 2021, we also made recommendations in regards to
strengthening the resilience of communities to radicalization. The
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recommendations include strengthening the capacity of communi-
ties to help individuals who want to abandon the beliefs or groups
that may lead to violent extremism.

The research paper is based on an interdisciplinary approach,
which implies the coordinated engagement of several sectors and
actors within society in interventions and disengagement, as well
as rehabilitation and reintegration programs. This approach was
proved3? as necessary for the successful process of deradicalization
and resocialization, because radicalized people and their families
have a whole range of problems and needs, both practical and psycho-
social and/or ideological etc., so it is not possible for only one actor or
institution to respond to all of them.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The analysis of the phenomenon of radicalization and violent
extremism was made on the basis of information obtained in individ-
ual or group conversations with people who were on foreign battle-
fields, convicted of terrorism, family members of foreign fighters, rep-
resentatives of institutions, various professionals and activists from
local communities.

A series of interviews in different parts of Serbia made it pos-
sible to identify subgroups that are presumed to be particularly vul-
nerable to radicalization based on previous research available to the
public. Special emphasis was placed on assessing the needs of indi-
viduals in the processes of deradicalization and resocialization, and
the needs of their families and community members for support and
empowerment, as well as assistance in the rehabilitation and reinte-
gration of former convicts. This information is crucial for the design
and implementation of effective measures related to possible new
returnees, in the field of prevention, disengagement, rehabilitation,

32  “Non-custodial Rehabilitation and Reintegration in Preventing and Countering
Violent Extremism and Radicalization That Lead to Terrorism” A Guidebook for
Policymakers and Practitioners in South-Eastern Europe https://www.osce.org/
secretariat/444838?download=true.
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reintegration, as well as support in monitoring people convicted of
terrorism and released from prison and those who attempted to par-
ticipate in conflicts on foreign battlefields.

A total of 7 series of interviews were held with different groups
exposed to the risks of radicalization: in Novi Pazar; in the south of
Serbia (Presevo, Bujanovac); focus groups in Roma settlements; the
Pancevo Penitentiary-Correctional Facility and a focus group with
veterans from the war of the 1990s. The study included a total of 65
people. The research shows why and how each of these groups is at
risk of radicalization.

Each focus group was designed to meet the specific needs of
the subpopulation, and in the case of less accessible groups, in-depth
interviews were used to gather the necessary information. The infor-
mation that follows, obtained in these conversations, is transmitted
without the intervention of researchers. Conclusions and recommen-
dations were derived from the gathered information.

NOVI PAZAR

A series of interviews in Novi Pazar was conducted in Decem-
ber 2021 and January 2022, and it included 10 representatives of the
local community — convicted terrorists who served their sentences,
family members of people who went to Syria, religious teachers, rep-
resentatives of local civil society organizations, community activists
and imams.

There were not a lot of people from Novi Pazar and the sur-
rounding area who went to the battlefield in Syria. According to the
local community, no more than 40 people left, including women and
children. It is emphasized, however, that there is no public, precise
and complete data on this, and that only the security services know
the actual number of those who left. In 2018, a group of seven peo-
ple was convicted of terrorist acts, and these were all people that had
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been to Syria. In addition, two groups (of 12 and 4 men) were convict-
ed of terrorism-related offenses in 2009.33

In addition, occasional activities of radicalization, without
elements of violence, are present in the community, and include
advocating conservative puritanical views, which are mostly related
to the Salafi movement. There is a perception in the community that
all the fighters who went to the Syrian battlefield came from groups
that practiced non-traditional Islam, belonging to the Salafi move-
ment that came to the Balkans from Saudi Arabia. In the past, reli-
gious teachers from the Balkans studied mostly in Syria, whose school
of thought was the most moderate, or in Turkey.

There is also a belief in the community that there is a center for
“the radicalization of the Balkans” in Vienna. It is assumed that peo-
ple from these areas are being further radicalized and trained there,
some of whom have already been arrested for various acts related to
recruiting for Syria and terrorism. Also, there is a belief among the res-
idents that “world powers are consciously producing extremists”, and
that they are only declaratively fighting against extremism, as well as
that the goal is to “present Muslims in a different light”. Media cam-
paigns are used to present extremists as numerous and organized, and
not as outliers, even though more than 95% of Muslims in the world
practice traditional Islam. This distorted image of Muslims is “a mask,
a justification for the radical actions of governments against Muslims
(for example, in France)”. Without the altered image of Muslims, dem-
ocratic nations would not approve of many government actions. The
governments of the world powers are “responsible for the politiciza-
tion of Islamic communities and the abuse of religion and the reli-
gious feelings of people for the purpose of dividing the Islamic com-
munity, crushing religious authorities, which consequently opens
space for radical groups”.

33 “Osudene vehabije iz Novog Pazara”, Politika, 8. Septembar 2009, https://
www.politika.rs/sr/clanak/103093/Hronika/Osudene-vehabije-iz-Novog-Pazara;
“Vehabijama 60 godina zatvora” Politika, 3. Jul 2009, https://www.politika.rs/
scc/clanak/94006/Vehabijama-60-godina-zatvora.
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It is recognized that in order to prevent radicalization, it is
necessary to achieve the unity of the Islamic community, as well as
its depoliticization. This would be the most important, fundamen-
tal counter-radicalizing measure, but there is currently insufficient
capacity for it in the conflicts and tensions of a divided and weakened
community. It is believed that allowing pluralism within the Islam-
ic community in Serbia and, consequently, the creation of different
communities of this type has led to the absence of a strong Islamic
institution that would have authority in the community.

People accept Salafism and turn to Saudi Arabia and go there
to study for several reasons. Some have a “desire to make up for lost
time”. All that they lacked while they were not practicing religion
and that they lack in life, they want to make up for by going to Saudi
Arabia and dedicating themselves to the school of Islam there. They
are perceived in the community as uninformed, naive, and as “those
who face religious teachings for the first time”. They are recruited by
those who are more knowledgeable or those who pretend to be more
knowledgeable. There are also those who are attracted to Salafist
teachings for psychological reasons, because of the need to feed their
ego. This is often the case, because Salafist teachings offer the narra-
tive of: “You are the only one that is right, you can do no wrong”, so
they find personal pleasure and satisfaction in the belief that they are
superior. Some young people join these studies allured by high schol-
arships, extraordinary living conditions and the comfort they are pro-
vided with, and they accept non-traditional Islam, because they are
not empowered enough to resist it. The common thread with all these
groups that are subject to radicalization is that they were not highly
religious, nor did they fully practice Islam in their families. This makes
them vulnerable to new interpretations of the religion, because they
did not know enough about it, nor did they have enough experience
in practicing traditional Islam. The phenomenon of leaving to study
in Saudi Arabia began after the breakup of Yugoslavia, that is after
the war in Bosnia. Recruiters and missionaries who then came to the
local community launched a wave of new teachings of Islam, which
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in various forms continues to this day. The recruiters are said to have
been from Bosnia, to have been convicted of various acts related to
recruiting in Syria and terrorism, and to have often travelled to Bos-
nia as recruits.

It is believed that the recruiters were paid well for this job,
and that the narratives they used to recruit young people to go to Syr-
ia were untrue and tailored to be alluring. The main and most influ-
ential narrative known to have been used for recruitment was that
they were not going to Syria to defend the Islamic State, to fight for
their goals, but for the goals and defense of all Muslims. All Mus-
lims were presented as victims of discrimination and oppression and
young people were called upon to defend them. The Internet was the
main tool and platform for recruiting and brainwashing young peo-
ple. They were shown footage of discrimination against Muslims and
violence against them, propaganda and appeals for help. This narra-
tive was especially successful because, according to Islamic belief, Syr-
ia is a promised land, a place where the “battle between truth and lies”
will begin.

In Novi Pazar, the tolerant understanding of Islam, which
implies “the existence of different schools of thought within Islam,
with the understanding that the basic tenets of religion are common
to all’, is the most accepted. Radicalism occurs when all other opin-
ions are excluded and only one is imposed. Exclusivity leads only to
extremism. Extremism is understood as any religious attitude that is
exclusive, because from the aspect of religion, it does not make sense,
since one of the basic messages of Muhammad'’s teachings is that one
should not be exclusive or extreme. There is also a story about two
students from Novi Pazar in Saudi Arabia who came to such a level
of exclusivity that they considered all Muslims in the world to be infi-
dels. They would say: “Only you and I are faithful.” One day they got
into an argument and then each considered himself the only remain-
ing true Muslim in the world. This story illustrates the extent to which
those who have been radicalized in this way are exclusive and do not
accept authority. In their experience, all extremists, when they reach
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these stages, no longer have the group they belong to, they do not
accept authority. And even a small disagreement will make them turn
against others.

Islamophobic incidents occur in the community and they
leave a sense of discrimination, oppression and continuous threat
among residents. For example, the handball match in Novi Pazar is
mentioned, where people chanted extremely nationalistic and Islam-
ophobic slogans. Those hooligans (who came to Novi Pazar from oth-
er places) walked around the city with full police escorts, that is, with
the full support of the state. For the local population, it was a demon-
stration of force, provocation and injustice “that is hard to bear”. The
people of Novi Pazar know that the state will not react, that no one
will be punished for threatening Muslims.

In general, there have been no departures to the battlefield in
Syria for several years, and the degree of risk pertaining to the radical-
ization of individuals and extremist behavior in Sandzak is decreas-
ing significantly. Proponents of rigid Islamist views no longer have the
support they had a decade ago. There used to be a belief that extrem-
ists would come (to power) and the community was in fear, but now
no one believes in that anymore. There is a perception in the com-
munity that there is no real danger of terrorist activities. Recruitment
to go to the battlefield has been almost completely shut down. Until
a few years ago, sporadic but ultimately rare recruitment attempts
were noted but they all failed. These activities are supervised and con-
trolled by the security services.

On the other hand, advocacy of certain extremely conserva-
tive Islamist attitudes, radicalization in a milder sense, without ele-
ments of violence, is present. Sporadic cases have been reported
where famous figures, for example, try to persuade very young people
to go to study in Saudi Arabia, or to accept such teachings from teach-
ers in the community. In such cases, the family usually reacts by pre-
venting further contact between the young person and those people
and distancing itself completely from them. There is an increase in
the creation of new religious currents. New modes of prayer, typical of

76



Community Capacity and Needs for Deradicalization and Reintegration Processes in Serbia

Saudi Arabia, are being observed in mosques. To the local population,
this disrupts the traditional way of practicing the faith and brings fear
about the unknown. New and atypical behaviors are also appearing
among young people, including weddings without music, but how
much of a threat these changes are to the stability of the community,
or whether anyone is managing them, is not known.

It is recognized that any extremist and exclusive interpreta-
tion endangers the community, and that those who are closest to such
persons suffer the most, which is damaging for both individuals and
the community. The issue of extremism is considered very sensitive
for the community; extremism prevention programs are often per-
ceived as putting pressure on the entire community and as something
that creates polarization within the community. It is pointed out that
Novi Pazar is mostly a religious community and that extremism is
rarely accepted. Nuances and small differences in perceptions in rela-
tion to “the traditional faith” are most often present. Only some inter-
pretations are different, and those wrong interpretations can be radi-
calized later.

Of the several civil society organizations present in the com-
munity, several occasionally dealt with issues of radicalization and
extremism, mostly within small-scale informational and education-
al projects. There are local associations that deal with projects for the
prevention of extremism among young people, although not continu-
ously or to a sufficient extent. Many associations consider these topics
very sensitive and fear that addressing them could cause them prob-
lems with the security services, as well as that they would seem par-
ticularly suspicious, because they are a national minority dealing with
such topics.

On the other hand, there are associations that advocate con-
servative puritanical albeit nonviolent views. They use passiveness
in the community and financial ties with Islamic states to achieve a
wide range of influence in the local community. It is enough for the
association to find one individual, a donor in Saudi Arabia, for them
to not need other sources of funds, because these are extremely rich
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individuals. With the use of social networks, they manage to connect
with a large number of followers, and that seems like a powerful thing.
Because of their popularity, others are happy to follow them.

The importance of religious instruction in schools for the pre-
vention of radicalization has been recognized, although it should be
pointed out that it is not used for that purpose. There are no religious
education teachers with exclusive extremist views, Islamic communi-
ties have ensured that much, but the problem is that those who have
a peaceful and tolerant understanding of religion in the community
are passive and do not spread their beliefs, unlike those who advocate
exclusivist interpretations of Islam. The topics of radicalization and
extremism are not in the religious education program, nor is there a
pedagogical stance on how to answer students’ spontaneous ques-
tions regarding issues they encounter in the media and their every-
day lives. Questions that arise include those such as what is ISIS, what
is happening to Muslims in Syria, who is killing them, is it an Islamic
state, and the like. In religious education, the only related topic cov-
ered is that of the “jihad”, which is explained to students as a fight, not
simply a fight with weapons, but above all a struggle to become better,
to respect the principles of life and not to endanger or hate anyone.
It is also noted that the interpretation of the religion that only views
jihad as an armed struggle is a distorted interpretation, but that is as
far as the prevention of violent extremism goes.

No Islamic community in Sandzak deals with issues of radical-
ization and extremism. This topic is not focused on, although it could
have a large impact. In addition, there is the perception among citi-
zens that the Islamic community tolerates and includes in its insti-
tutions persons of clear and openly radical views and thus sends the
wrong message to the public. The problem in regards to the engage-
ment of Islamic communities is also the fact that even though state
institutions together with the said communities should be the most
relevant social actors working systematically, strategically and com-
prehensively on the prevention of radicalization and extremism,
cooperation between them in this field does not exist, even on a
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declarative level. Instead, the two Islamic communities and the state
are shifting the responsibility from one side to the other and blaming
each other. Public discussions (panels, lectures, etc.) on the topic of
extremism in the local community are avoided, because there is a fear
of extremist incursions and the violent disruption of gatherings. That
is why such events do not end up seeing the light of day, “for fear that
they could cause an even bigger problem”.

In the local community in general, there is no developed
awareness of the ways to solve the problems related to radicalization
and extremism, nor the capacity for it. The topic is avoided as a sen-
sitive issue, both among imams and the local community. By avoid-
ing to raise the issue and develop prevention and deradicalization
programs, the community remains vulnerable. Young people, as the
social group most vulnerable to radicalization, do not have enough
information about radicalization, and no one deals with their empow-
erment in this regard. Activists of certain civil society organizations
(CSOs) and religious leaders have knowledge about these phenom-
ena, but there are still no programs that would be directly aimed at
radicalized people. It is also emphasized that the organization that
would deal with the prevention of radicalization and deradicalization
should have credibility in the community, especially religious credi-
bility, in order for its activities to be accepted.

There is no deradicalization in the community and no one
deals with providing support in the processes of resocializing indi-
viduals who have been radicalized. Some imams stated that there
has been a handful of attempts to work with returnees from the bat-
tlefield, through CSOs or directly, but only in cases when their fam-
ilies turned to them and appealed for help. However, there was no
organized work, with plans and programs. These attempts at derad-
icalization, although with the best intentions and with the support
of the family, were not successful either. Those who decide to go to
the battlefield, for example, are difficult to approach, and it is almost
impossible to influence their perceptions, especially in the last stages
before they actually leave. Currently, there is no organized work with
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returnees from the battlefield in the community. On rare occasions,
the families of religiously radicalized people have no objections and
allow some family members to change their opinions and interpre-
tation of religion, even in the direction of exclusivist interpretations
and going to the battlefield in Syria. In most cases, families are desper-
ate, scared and helpless. They see first-hand that they cannot dissuade
their family members, and they do not know who to turn to for help.
On the other hand, there are rare examples where deradicalization
and deterrence from going to the battlefield succeeded with certain
individuals, most of whom were in the earlier stages, in cases where
their family learned what they were planning before it was too late
and managed to find someone they would accept as a convincing fig-
ure to speak to. As a rule, these figures were neither family members
nor religious leaders, but acquaintances from the community whose
authority and authentic and sincere intentions the radicalized per-
sons found believable. It is mentioned that what was particularly con-
vincing in deterring recruits was when they were asked “why don’t the
recruits go to the battlefield if they advocate it so adamantly”, “why
don't they fight themselves if it’s so good to fight”. For those who were
deterred from leaving, that was a turning point in their thinking.

In the initial stages of radicalization, families usually do not
accept new radical attitudes, but they often fight against them in the
wrong way. Not wanting to reveal their problems and not asking for
help, they themselves try to put pressure on the radicalized person to
accept the authority of their parents or someone else and give up non-
traditional Islam or the intention to go to the battlefield. This fails, and
instead a more useful approach would be to consult authority figures
in the community who could help.

The Islamic community does not have a deradicalization pro-
gram, because this is also considered a sensitive issue, especially since
there are two Islamic communities, so raising the issue could cause
tensions between them. On the other hand, when one of the Islam-
ic communities is approached by interested persons, for example,
the families of radicals or activists, and they ask for these issues to be
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addressed, and it rejects them, they move to the other Islamic com-
munity out of dissatisfaction.

A father whose son died on the battlefield in Syria has an
important personal contribution to the community and is support
in it. As an activist, he speaks publicly and talks about the dangers
of going to the battlefield. He is active, participates in panels, visits
mosques on his own initiative and discusses this topic with the youth.
As a person who has suffered a great loss, he wholeheartedly works
with young people and has a positive impact on them.

A small number of people who were on the battlefield returned
to their community, but no one has information about the real num-
ber, except for the security services. Most of those who returned were
criminally sanctioned. However, there is also data from personal con-
tacts of family members that some others want to return to Serbia,
but cannot find a way to do so. There is no reliable data on how many
people like that are left on the battlefield in Syria.

The group convicted of terrorism in 2009 served its prison
sentence and the community is well aware of that. Namely, in 2009,
the Judicial Council of the Special Department of the District Court in
Belgrade sentenced 12 Novi Pazar residents to prison terms for associ-
ating for unconstitutional activities, terrorism and the illegal posses-
sion of weapons and explosives. The group was also accused of form-
ing a camp for military and terrorist training on the Ninaja moun-
tain near Novi Pazar, and they were also accused of contacting like-
minded people and mentors from BiH, Saudi Arabia, Austria and oth-
er countries. In addition to the leader of the group, Senad Ramovi,
who received the maximum sentence of 13 and a half years, eleven
defendants who were found guilty of participating in the organiza-
tion of actions were sentenced to between six months and eight years
in prison.

Prior to their arrest, the group members were known in the
community as being problematic and involved in numerous inci-
dents. They were involved in petty crime; they broke into mosques,
took books and prayer beads during prayers and threw them into
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the river; they would harass women on the streets and shout at them
that they should be covered; they broke the sound system at a con-
cert, which they thought was against their religious beliefs, etc. The
police did not intervene enough in such incidents. There were dozens
of charges against them, but they were detained only when they broke
the sound system at a concert. They were not physically violent, but
they acted that way and people were wary of them. They never had
much support in the community, it was a group of about 20 people
all the time. But those 20 people thought they were “the chosen ones”
and were planning to establish a caliphate in Novi Pazar.

In their early youth, they lived dynamically and without reli-
gion. They felt that there was something missing and began to seek
salvation from “women and the nightlife” in Islam. They learned eve-
rything they know about Islam in mosques and from the books they
read there, but they believe that others do not really adhere to what
Islam requires and that they are the only true believers. When they
realized that, they wanted to introduce new things to the mosques in
Novi Pazar, a more correct way of praying and the like, but the imams
told them that “it is not time yet”.

While serving their prison sentences, the convicts describe
that the food and accommodation were excellent, but that contact
was extremely limited, i.e. only behind a glass panel and only with
immediate family, and that phone calls were also limited. They were
also bothered by 24-hour video surveillance and rigorous security pro-
tocols while walking in the yard and moving inside the prison, with
repeated searches and armed guards.

The convicts spent most of their time in solitary confinement:
6 out of 7 years and 12 and a half out of 13 and a half years spent in
prison, although this is not in accordance with the law. The reasons
for the permanent placement in solitary confinement were that these
convicts enjoyed a great reputation among others, and that they influ-
enced other convicts to convert to Islam in the way they interpret it.
An additional problem that occurred during their time in prison was
the fact that according to the house rules, prisoners have to shave.
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Because they refused to do so for religious reasons, the guards tied
them up and shaved them every few weeks. After one of the convicts
went on a hunger strike because of that, the guards stopped shaving
them.

During their time in prison, no one worked with them on
deradicalization programs. There was also no preparation for their
release from prison.

Members of their families took care of their children and
wives while they were serving prison sentences, none of the family
members had problems in the community because they were convict-
ed, on the contrary, “they were helped by both Bosniaks and Serbs”.

Upon their release from prison, they are considered not to be
a danger to the community. They are under the supervision of the
security services. They build their own religious facilities where they
teach Islam. They do not have many new followers, and they are most-
ly joined only by members of their families. After their release from
prison, some of them were given space in the media to “present their
side of the story”.

Soon after being released, everyone started working, earn-
ing money, mostly privately, and taking care of their families. They
did not receive any help or support from the institutions after their
release. Those who do not work say that they are “managing”.

After their release, the convicts themselves say that they have
not changed, but that they have only been empowered. Especially in
their beliefs. And now they would introduce Sharia without hesita-
tion, if it were possible, but they are aware that it is not. They believe
that Sharia is still not implemented anywhere in the world, and that
its establishment would mean the final rule of justice and morality.
Nationality represents nothing to them. Only faith is important and
the strict observance of religious principles. Regarding their beliefs,
they emphasize that their worst enemies are “those who think they
are Muslims”, while others do not interest them. They emphasize their
hypocrisy and obvious disrespect for the basic religious postulates,
their false faith.
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All the convicts know that the security services are constant-
ly monitoring and checking in on them, and they have accepted that
and they don’t mind it. The only thing that bothers them is that they
always experience problems at the border when they try to leave the
country. For the most part, they can’t even leave Serbia.

The environment is distant and reluctant in its attitude
towards the convicts and their families. The label that they went to
Syria or prison for terrorist activities constantly follows them. Peo-
ple do not want to get too close to them for fear of causing a prob-
lem with the security services or with the convicts themselves. They
believe that this could endanger them and their families. Even before
the arrests, those monitored by the police, which the community
could notice, were usually avoided or even asked not to come to cer-
tain places so as not to endanger others. There is also the belief, at
least in some parts of the community, that someone who has experi-
enced things like being on the battlefield, in prison, and the like “can-
not be normal’, which further leads to their isolation.

CONCLUSIONS

e There were no large numbers of people from Novi Pazar and
the surrounding area going to the battlefield in Syria — there
were up to around 40 people, including women and children.

e Serbian citizens who went to the Syrian battlefield rarely
return to their community, and their families stay with them
in Syria. There is currently a group of people who would like to
return, but they cannot do so without support.

e Families do not have the sufficient capacity to deradicalize
their relatives, they do not know how to deal with the issue,
and there is no institutional support program for them in the
community. Only their relatives, immediate family and their
inner circle help them.

e It is recognized that in order to suppress the phenomena of
radicalization, it is desirable to achieve the unity of the Islam-
ic community, as well as its depoliticization. That would be
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one of the most important, fundamental counter-radicalizing
measures. However, the conflicts and tensions of the divided
and weakened community do not provide sufficient capacity
for this to be done.

¢ Atolerant and traditional interpretation of Islam is most com-
mon in the community in Sandzak and it accepts the exist-
ence of different schools of thought within Islam, with the
understanding that the basic tenets of religion are common
to all.

e Islamophobic incidents in the community occur and leave
Muslims feeling discriminated against, oppressed and
threatened.

e Overall, radicalization and extremism in Novi Pazar are declin-
ing significantly. There is currently no real danger of terrorist
activities in the community. And recruitment to go to the bat-
tlefield has stopped. On the other hand, the advocacy of cer-
tain extremely conservative Islamist puritanical attitudes, rad-
icalization in a milder sense, without elements of violence, is
present.

e There is an acute problem with families — women and chil-
dren, citizens of Serbia who have gone to Syria, who wish to
return to their community, and the necessary conditions for
this must be created.

¢ There are no institutional programs to prevent radicalization
and extremism in the community.

e There are no programs of deradicalization in the community
or programs for the resocialization of deradicalized persons.

e For people convicted of terrorism, during their imprisonment
as well as after their release, there are no institutional pro-
grams of deradicalization, not even attempts of that of any
kind.

e There is no developed awareness in the community about
ways to solve problems related to radicalization and extrem-
ism, nor the capacity for it. The topic is avoided as a sensitive
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issue. There is no strengthening of the community’s resilience
and it remains vulnerable.

SOUTH OF SERBIA / PRESEVO VALLEY

A series of interviews was held in PreSevo and Bujanovac in
the period between 24 and 26 July 2021 and it included 10 representa-
tives of the local community — family members of persons who went
to Syria, representatives of local institutions and civil society organi-
zations, community activists and imams.

There were no significant departures from the Presevo Val-
ley to the battlefield in Syria. According to the estimates of the rep-
resentatives of the local community, no more than fifteen people lett,
although it should be pointed out that there is no public, precise and
complete data, and that only the security services know the actual
number.

Departures to the battlefield in Syria took place in a very spe-
cific local social, political and cultural context. Namely, the national
identity of Albanians is not built on belonging to a religious commu-
nity. Older generations of Albanians were influenced by the Yugoslav
ideology, which was atheist, and during socialism, religion was not sig-
nificantly present in the public space. These communities have nei-
ther a tradition nor established mechanisms for cooperation between
the religious community and society. Since 1990, changes have taken
place: religion started entering the public and political sphere. Only
then did Albanians in Southern Serbia begin to declare themselves
as Albanian nationals and identify themselves religiously as Muslims.

In addition, until 1989, Islamic religious organization was run
from Sarajevo. Those who wanted to study Islam went to Sarajevo,
Pristina, Skopje or Syria. One of the imams from Presevo represents
the 69th generation of imams in the family in which they have tradi-
tionally been imams for 150 years. They follow the traditional Islam
inherited in the community, Hanafi, as it was practiced 150 years ago.

After 1989, the borders opened and some young people from
Presevo and other places went to study in Arab countries. Many who
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went to the East to study were offered great financial and material ben-
efits. These organizations have great material resources at their dispos-
al, especially uncontrolled cash, and they use it to act and spread influ-
ence. Upon returning to their community, these students from Arab
countries would bring “Arab Islam”. Then pluralism arose within Islam.
The new current of “Arab Islam”, when it came to Serbia with party
pluralism, was in conflict with the majority Ottoman Islamic tradition.
Because of that, it functioned non-institutionally, religion was prac-
ticed in informal spaces, or through its organizations, and they were
not integrated into the community. Some of them managed to put
some mosques under their control. So, for example, now in Presevo,
two mosques are traditional, or as they call them — Ottoman, and the
third is more under Arab influence. Out of a total of 56 mosques in
the Presevo Valley, only two or three are under Salafist influence, but
not publicly. All Islamic communities have the same constitution, and
those who do not respect it do not have the right to work.

Dervishes are also present in the Presevo Valley (there is a
smaller number of them in some other parts of Serbia). Only in Alba-
nia are dervishes recognized as a religion, and their center is in Tira-
na. Until the time of pluralism came around in the south of Serbia,
the Hanafi school of Islam dominated, and there were few dervishes.
They could not empower themselves in the society of that time due to
the dominance of traditional Islam. Dervishes also had a great influ-
ence on the creation of Albanian independence in the Balkans. Most
of those who led the “Albanian Renaissance” were dervishes.

In Serbia, the law makes it easy for an Islamic organization to
be established, so some organizations made connections with Novi
Pazar, and some with Belgrade or Pristina, and formed independent
organizations. Different Islamic communities are fighting for suprem-
acy, but they do not differ in their practice of Islam.

One of the problems caused by the lack of unity of the Islamic
community is the emergence of new interpretations of Islam. The first
Wahbhabis appeared in the south of Serbia in the 1990s. In the begin-
ning, they acted as informal groups and the local community did not
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understand them, nor did they recognize what was happening. They
managed to gather a small number of followers, mostly young peo-
ple, and win them over. Some of the groups even recruited people to
go to the battlefield in Syria. At the beginning of the war in Syria, peo-
ple thought that the “Arab Spring” was happening there, because that
is how recruiters lured them, but later they realized that was not the
case. They left out of ignorance and only there did they realize that
they were fighting against each other: Albanians against Albanians, in
different units.

During that period, financial aid began to arrive through
humanitarian organizations from Saudi Arabia. It was difficult to dis-
tinguish what the real purpose of such organizations was and which
ones are actually humanitarian, and which only use such activities for
indoctrination.

In the south of Serbia, there was no major influence of recruit-
ers, as there was, for example, in Kosovo or Macedonia, for several rea-
sons. First of all, such interpretations were not acceptable to a wider
circle of people due to the predominantly liberal approach to Islam
in the community. For example, Trnovac has three mosques and next
to each mosque — several taverns. When “conspicuous people with
beards” came to such a community, there was great resistance to them
being recognized as part of traditional teachings. In addition, the con-
gregations offered great resistance to recruiters. Some imams have
publicly called them criminal organizations, written articles for news-
papers about Albanians killed in Syria, and demanded that the war in
Syria be treated as a civil war in which people fight against the dicta-
torship, and not as a call for jihad. Spokespersons against recruitment
received threats through social networks, but they did not consider
them to be serious, because they came from young people who were
more driven by emotions. In addition, the influence of recruiters was
not great, because there were no intellectuals among them, renowned
public figures who propagated radical ideas. Radicalization took place
mostly in secret, in small groups or individually.
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Those who succumbed to the influence of the radicalizers
were mostly young people, of a lower economic status, from dysfunc-
tional families, from rural families, some also engaged in crime or
were alcoholics and caused incidents in the community. They all sud-
denly and very quickly became distinctly religious. It was also recog-
nized that they were mostly, though not always, from atheist families
and did not know what the idea of Islam was. These people went from
an extremely atheist point of view to an extremely religious one.

No one had the support of their family to leave, and the depar-
tures were organized secretly. Recruits often told their families that
they were going on vacation or abroad, and their families would only
find out what had happened after they left, some from the police. The
processes of radicalization were also hidden from families, so their
relatives would notice what was happening only when indoctrinated
people began to visibly change their appearance and dress. And then
the families tried to dissuade them and deradicalize them themselves,
because they had no one to turn to for professional help.

The belief that all those who were radicalized had become
police informants soon spread in the community, which further
increased the distance towards them and the community excluded
them.

Some who went to Syria were found to be dead. In rare cases,
if the family found out in time, they would manage to stop their rel-
ative from going to the battlefield. For example, a father managed to
bring his child back from Istanbul and thus prevent him from going
to Syria. Family has the greatest influence when it comes to prevent-
ing someone from leaving and making them come back. One return-
ee, for example, is very educated, and now teaches at a university in
the region, and what influenced his return the most was his family.

Most of those who went to Syria, however, do not return to
their community for fear of legal penalties and negative reactions from
their environment. Serbia has no plan for their potential integration.

In addition, there are certain challenges in the communi-
ty regarding former members of the Liberation Army of Presevo,
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Bujanovac and Medveda (abbreviation in Albanian: UCPBM). None
of the leaders live in the community anymore due to constant pres-
sures. Former soldiers also have a feeling that the police are hounding
them due to constant surveillance and harassment. It still happens
that, as soon as a weapon is found in someone’s possession, that per-
son is arrested. Although the law on their amnesty is respected, the sit-
uation in their environment is not acceptable for them. No civil soci-
ety organization has worked with them. Their children also feel dis-
heartened, because their fathers did not provide anything for them,
so they go to Albania or Kosovo. Although this situation is not related
to the fighters in Syria, it still contributes to the expectation of simi-
lar treatment for them and their families and influences their decision
not to return to Serbia.

With the change in the attitude of the community towards the
Wahbhabis, some of them have changed their appearance, shortened
their beards and lengthened their trousers, and no longer express rad-
ical attitudes in the community. It is not known whether they essen-
tially abandoned their previous ideology, but they visibly changed
their behavior.

Rejection, avoidance and fear of radicalizers and radical-
ized people prevailed in the community. For example, when Muhaz
Ahmeti was killed in Syria, the first of the fighters from the south to
die, people from the community did not even express their condo-
lences to the family out of fear due to pressure from the media and
social networks.

There are no isolated families in the community, because even
if some people went to the battlefield, their families were against it,
and that is why the families were not isolated after their relatives left.
Families are against radicalization and recruitment, and extended
families and communities help them.

Recruitment to go to the war in Syria is mostly related to the
period 2012/13. After that period, it begins to subside, especially in
the last few years under the influence of several factors. First of all,
the security services quickly solved the acute problems and stopped
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further recruitment and the sending of local residents to Syria. Many
imams have been under surveillance since then, as have the families
of those who went to Syria. Informative talks are held with them on
a regular basis, and they also have problems at border crossings. The
decrease in the number of radicalized persons and radicalizers was
also due to the fact that they themselves realized that such an ideolo-
gy does not suit the local community and is difficult to accept.

Following the global trends related to the fight against terror-
ism and departures to foreign battlefields, the mobilization for the
fight against terrorism in Kosovo and Albania began in 2012/2013,
and this was reflected in the events in the south of Serbia. Hodjas
and the media were especially involved in the public struggle to stop
the recruitment process, and the wider society then began to view
Salafism as a suitable environment for recruitment.

It is now recognized in the community that the presence of
radical groups isolates the whole community from the rest of society,
that it is undesirable, and that radical ideologies, especially ISIS itself,
do the most damage to Islam.

The Selafis now have no significant influence in southern Ser-
bia. Also, Salafi communities no longer call for going to the battlefield.
There is a registered association of Salafis called “Tiria”. They prac-
tice Salafism, but have never called for people to go to Syria. Other
young people who practice Salafism do not want to go to the battle-
field either. Nevertheless, society does not view them favorably.

Now the Salafis are a very small group that has no outside sup-
port. There is often a rift between them, because some have gained
more money. They clash over interests, especially material ones. Now
they accuse each other, and in the beginning they were a group of ide-
alists gathered around a religious utopia. Those who identify as Wah-
habis form small closed groups and are difficult to approach. They are
not ready to communicate with their environment. Wahhabis are not
organized into groups. They are no longer as intrusive as they used
to be and they are no longer as isolated as they used to be, they are
now talking to those who practice Islam in the traditional way. Some
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community activists recognize the importance of open communica-
tion with local Wahhabis, as well as the importance of their integra-
tion into the community, although such activities are not enough.

Young people now have the most contact with Salafism online
and through one local hodja. It is understandable that they are going
through an identity crisis and changing their minds, which makes
them open and susceptible to various forms of influence. On the other
hand, their ideologues themselves realized that they could no longer
function as before due to great pressure from society and the state, as
well as decreasing financial resources, so they adjusted their approach
and focused on new media.

In the local community, traditional Islamic communities
organize activities — various forms of training (English language
courses, etc.), publish books, hold lectures, which do not speak direct-
ly against Salafi influence, but emphasize the practice and teachings
of traditional Islam. Some imams of traditional Islam approach young
people, teaching their religious tradition, introducing them to religion
and registered mosques through group work and social networks, thus
working indirectly to prevent radicalization. The association “Ditroia”
(knowledge) organized training for the prevention of extremism.

Sometimes local activists, or interested citizens, affected par-
ents, react independently when they notice some phenomena that
they perceive as extreme. For example, a local activist accidentally
saw on social media a picture of a woman with a burqa teaching six
— to seven-year-old girls at a local organization. The parents of those
children did not know what was happening and thought they were
sending their children to foreign language courses. The activist wrote
that it was not their culture, and because of that, the lecturer’s hus-
band threatened him. He was supported by many people from Kosovo
and Albania, so they closed the school because the local association
was considered radical. In some cases, parents also protested because
some of the teachers who taught religious education in schools were
members of Salafist Islam. They demanded that they be replaced by
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someone who had a degree in theology and who had views that are
more adapted to the local community.

The OSCE, as well as local civil society organizations, worked
on these topics in the Presevo Valley, but these activities are small in
scope and impact, occasional and of a project-based nature, while
systemic, comprehensive and strategic activities are lacking. In this
regard, there is a lack of local research on the state of radicalization,
the factors that contribute to its occurrence and the potential for resil-
ience to radicalization.

In addition, religious instruction could play/plays a very
important role in preventing radicalization, but this potential has
generally not been sufficiently exploited. Namely, religious teach-
ers are not ready enough to work for that goal. In the methodologi-
cal sense, they work more as hodjas than as pedagogues, so they need
training in teaching methodology.

There is no institutional and local self-government response
to radicalization. Municipal authorities and local politicians avoid the
topic, fearing that it will jeopardize their political rating and lead to
a loss of votes. Neither the school nor the social protection system
address these issues, and there are no programs that would include
them. Rare seminars of an informative nature in the social protection
sector on the topic of radicalization were organized, but there were
no professional trainings that would point to work on radicalization.
Even the local Security Council did not consider radicalization, nor
did it include it in its work plans. The institutional position is that rad-
icalization is a “sensitive” topic and that it is best to leave it to the secu-
rity services and not explore it further.

The media are also afraid of negative reactions and a loss of
support, so they do not work sufficiently on these issues.

Among the representatives of the local community, there is a
strong belief that the security services exaggerated the issue of radi-
calization in southern Serbia, because it suits this government to have
such an enemy to use the issue of extremism as needed and keep the
local community, especially Albanians, under surveillance. It is also
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believed that the former radicals are now cooperating with the securi-
ty services. The unrealistic presentation of the problems of radicaliza-
tion and violent extremism contributes to continuing tensions in the
community, mistrust and suspicion and the consequent avoidance of
the “sensitive” topic of radicalization and non-integration of all who
are perceived as radical or suspected to be radicals.

CONCLUSIONS

e The number of radicalized people who went from the south of
Serbia to the battlefield in Syria is small, from 5 to a maximum
of fifteen people.

e Fighters from the Syrian battlefield do not return to their com-
munity, and their families remain in it.

e Families of fighters do not know how to deal with the prob-
lem, and there is no support program for them in the commu-
nity. Only their extended family helps them.

e Recruitment has been completely stopped in the last few
years, so in that sense there is no current security problem in
the south of Serbia.

¢ The dimensions and characteristics of radicalization, extrem-
ism and departures to the battlefield in Syria from southern
Serbia have not been sufficiently researched, and the exist-
ing rare data (security services) on these phenomena are not
available or even known in the community.

e There is no prevention of radicalization and extremism in the
community. No institution of the system is working on these
issues.

e Almost no one speaks publicly about radicalization, so such
a situation leaves the door open for radicalizers to act freely.

e Religious leaders themselves recognize this problem, but
they see it in a narrower context, stating that the lack of (ade-
quate) religious instruction allows radicalizers to act, as well
as self-radicalize.
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e Inevents of radicalization when it took hold and led to recruit-
ment and deployment to foreign battlefields, the security ser-
vices responded successfully to the point that recruitment was
no longer available and identified actors were monitored and
contacted regularly.

e Salafists have established their associations where religious
institutions could not and this creates a bad image of NGOs
in the community.

e There is a belief in the community that the Government of
Serbia keeps the problem of extremism in the south burning,
because it suits it to exploit it as needed.

e Religious leaders are aware of the possible presence and occa-
sional appearance of radicalizers in the community. Com-
munity activists, too. When the phenomenon is noticed, they
seek help from the community.

e Civil society organizations have small and occasional projects
that address this topic.

e There is no developed awareness in the community about
ways to solve problems.

¢ The topic is avoided as being sensitive.

¢ The community remains vulnerable.

ROMA SETTLEMENTS

Three focus groups were organized in the period from Septem-
ber to November 2021 in three Roma settlements in Vojvodina and
around Belgrade. They included residents of these settlements, their
leaders (formal and informal), religious leaders and activists of Roma
civil society organizations. To investigate the phenomenon of violent
extremism, we chose Roma settlements because their residents are
exposed to attacks by right-wing extremists almost daily. Since they
are directly exposed to violence, we started from the assumption
that they can provide some insight into the activities of the organiza-
tions to which they are exposed. On the other hand, we examined the
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resilience of Roma communities to radicalization coming from con-
servative, puritanical religious missionaries.

The level of negative social stereotypes, marginalization and
discrimination of Roma is high, it is maintained at that level and
exists in various areas. From when they start their formal education,
Roma children experience numerous incidents with other children
and with teaching staff in schools. Their parents as well. Schools do
not resolve such problems nor do they deal with them. Healthcare
service providers treat them differently, reject them and deny them
services. The Roma perceive this situation as if they have no human
rights anywhere, and as if all doors are closed to them. Roma are
exposed to prejudice on multiple fronts — both as Roma and as Mus-
lims, as poor people, etc., emphasizing that the attitude is much more
negative towards Muslims than towards Roma. Men with beards and
covered women are especially exposed to this multifaceted and more
pronounced discrimination. The police stop them and interrogate
them because of that. They regularly face threats and insults that they
are terrorists, mujahideen, Shiptars, and the like. Graffiti with hate
speech appears near the settlements, and the police do not react even
when they are called. Covered women constantly experience unpleas-
ant incidents and discrimination outside the community to such an
extent that they generally avoid leaving their neighborhoods. Preju-
dice and the consequent marginalization and discrimination begin in
the settlements themselves with non-Muslim residents, and outside
the settlement they are even more pronounced. Non-Muslims from
the settlements are more distant and they do not interfere. Incidents
are rare. Repulsion, disapproval, insults and provocation are more
common outside the settlements.

Part of the marginalization and discrimination of Roma is
structural/systemic discrimination in all areas of life. It is noticea-
ble in areas from housing, healthcare, education, economic status,
to employment and their integration into society. Thus, in all settle-
ments, although they have existed for decades, a significant part of
residential buildings is neither legal nor livable. Basic infrastructure is
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also missing, such as roads, water, sewage, electricity, etc. A small part
of the population of the settlements is sufficiently educated, and an
even smaller part is employed. And, if they are employed, they usually
have the lowest paid jobs and work under bad conditions, i.e. without
a permanent employment contract, without the right to sick leave,
vacation, among other things. They mostly work on the black mar-
ket, while as day laborers they work occasionally. Among those who
are not employed, a significant number still regularly looks for food in
bins, because there is no other way to survive. A part of the margin-
alization and discrimination they face is the lack of assistance/inter-
vention from various services, from social to healthcare services. Gen-
eral support for the development and inclusion of Roma communi-
ties is insufficient. In all settlements, the residents receive some forms
of institutional assistance, either financial or in the form of various
goods, but they point out that the assistance is insufficient in rela-
tion to their needs. Due to all of the above, it can be assumed that
even if the radicalization of individuals took place, the community
would not have any support from institutions in terms of implement-
ing deradicalization measures.

The population in the settlements is predominantly Muslim
and, in part, Orthodox. There are also residents who are not members
of any religious community. It is noticeable that the presence of Mus-
lim religious communities has been expanding and gaining strength
over the last decade. Imams and hodjas come to the settlements, open
places of prayer, and the residents of the settlements become more
actively involved, or join Muslim communities. The “new wave” of
Islamism in the settlements is more pronounced and of a different
content in relation to the Islamic interpretation and religious practic-
es of previous generations. Imams are very engaged in communities
on both religious and social issues, and community residents believe
that the Islamic community contributes to the fight against alcohol-
ism, drug use, gambling, prostitution, work with youth and adults,
improving community relations, helping the poor, etc. It is pointed
out that Islam has a very positive effect on the moral values of the
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community and individuals: “Faith helped him grow into a man.”
“Faith saved us.” “When we entered the faith, we understood what life
meant.” It saved us from other things and helped us to organize our
lives, taught us how to treat our children, family, hygiene..”Although
most of the surveyed Roma communities were previously of Islam-
ic faith, now they believe that their parents “were not in the faith’,
because they also celebrated St. George’s Day, and now only Ramadan
and Eid al-Adha are celebrated.

In all settlements there are various Roma associations and
occasional projects of other non-governmental organizations, which
are mostly of humanitarian and educational character. However, as
their funding has been significantly reduced in previous years by the
departure of foreign donors, and as it continues to decline, their activ-
ities are rare and very small in scale. Currently, these settlements
receive important help only in the form of humanitarian aid, from
local Islamic communities and from the diaspora, from relatives. In
some Roma settlements, the humanitarian aid of local Islamic com-
munities is significant and includes everything from financial aid to
children’s packages, firewood, household appliances, etc. Also, these
communities collect donations from the residents of the settlements
and from the diaspora.

Registered Islamic communities have been stepping up their
activities in Roma settlements in recent years. However, the arrival
of Salafist/Wahhabi hodjas and recruiters was also noticed. In Ser-
bia, only one Roma went to the battlefield in Syria, and that person
returned from the battlefield and served his prison sentence and now
lives in one of the Roma settlements. However, traditional Islam is
present on a larger scale, and the Salafis, who are presumed to be most
often recruited as foreign fighters, are under the constant control of
the security services, so recruitment for Syria has not taken off. Com-
munities react differently to Salafis/Wahhabis, but most often mar-
ginalize or isolate them themselves. However, no one deals with them.
There is a belief in the communities that the security services are fol-
lowing the followers of non-traditional Islam, sending a message that
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they will act against them and that everyone who is in contact with
them will have big problems because of that. There is also the belief
that the security services continuously monitor the activities of all
Salafist congregations and that this supervision will remain continu-
ous, regardless of the fact that most of them are peaceful and reject
violent extremism. Therefore, the inhabitants of the settlements are
very cautious and take care not to be associated with them. Everyone
publicly condemns extremists, denies their existence in their settle-
ments, and even avoids talking about these topics.

On the other hand, Roma are exposed to constant incidents
by violent right-wing groups, which invade Roma settlements, intim-
idate and physically attack residents, or do so on the outskirts and
outside settlements. For example, Roma who received social hous-
ing were targeted by the right, and the police did not want to protect
them. They stated that they were attacked by hooligans in front of the
police, so they had to leave these apartments and return to the Roma
settlements. Another resident of the settlements was photographed
in a bus with a woman who was covered, and it was announced on the
social media group “Moj Beograd” (My Belgrade) that he was a Syri-
an terrorist. Police were looking for refugees from Syria in the settle-
ments at the time, so they questioned him, but other residents recog-
nized him and said he was a native. Some covered women were also
physically assaulted outside the settlements. Even when there were
recordings of the attacks, the police claimed that they did not happen
and did not take any action, and the Roma believe that all this is due
to corruption, institutional discrimination and the support of institu-
tions, racists.

Also, there are unidentified right-wing groups, which particu-
larly target migrants, i.e. they look for “Syrians’, thus intimidating the
entire settlement. This group broke into houses in search for refugees
from Syria, allegedly helping the police find them. They act like a peo-
ple’s patrol that establishes order on its own. They beat the residents
of the settlements, telling them that they are terrorists and Syrians.
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In the Roma settlements where the people displaced from
Kosovo are located, and who have been coming in waves since 2000, it
has been noticed that hooligan attacks are escalating with each wave.
Hooligans from other cities gathered around the settlements and
came in, attacked residents, broke things, damaged houses, beat res-
idents...the police intervened and protected residents in incidents as
violent as these. Even after the arrival of displaced persons from Kos-
ovo stopped, right-wingers have continued to visit these settlements
and intimidate and attack the surrounding residents, every time a
problem occurs in Kosovo.

There is also the sentiment among the non-Muslim part of the
community in the settlements that migrants should be expelled from
the settlements as soon as possible, partly due to the fear of right-
wingers and security services, and in some cases as an expression of
Islamophobic views. They report to the police if someone lives illegal-
ly in the settlements, if they suspect that there are migrants, or that
Muslims from the settlements are hiding them. And in some settle-
ments, the non-Muslim population shows intolerance towards Mus-
lims and irrespective of migrants, keeps itself distant and isolated,
with violent incidents also occurring.

Roma people are also attacked outside Roma settlements,
only because they are Roma. Cursing, insults and provocations are
most often experienced by children at school. Roma outside the set-
tlements often experience verbal attacks, sometimes accompanied
by physical violence. All focus group participants report that they do
not feel safe when they go out of the settlements. They are afraid and
expect insults, threats and attacks, because that happens very often.
Residents of Roma settlements primarily need the protection of secu-
rity services from violent right-wing extremists, which is not always
provided.

The rarest, but still present in some places, type of extrem-
ism is right-wing extremism within Roma communities. It is mostly
observed among young people who are not of the Islamic faith, and
join right-wing fan groups. Violent extremism is manifested mainly
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in violent incidents with other hooligan groups outside Roma settle-
ments. The police were regularly called when such incidents occurred
and they responded. Then both hooligan groups would usually leave.
Young people from Roma settlements who were members of violent
hooligan groups usually left them spontaneously when they started
their own families and started looking for work. These are rare occur-
rences, and with the strengthening of the work of the Islamic commu-
nity, they have become even rarer and have practically disappeared.

The Islamic community in Roma settlements sets a condition
for all believers that they must comply with and respect the rules that
apply to everyone. Worship in a different way and similar variations in
religious practices are allowed and acceptable, but drastic deviations
and radical attitudes that disrupt the community are neither accept-
ed nor tolerated. Those who deviate from the required, are asked not
to appear at joint gatherings. It is believed that it is their responsibil-
ity and decision how they will think and how they will behave and
that no one should interfere with that. An important part of the moti-
vation to distance themselves from the Salafis is the firm belief that
the security services monitor all developments in Roma communi-
ties and that the presence of extremists would cause problems for the
whole community, police reactions, media reports, and all communi-
ties try to avoid that.

The main counter-radicalizing “barrier” is actually the peace-
ful interpretation of religion and the rejection of all forms of violence,
which is currently the content of the dominant Islamist currents in
the settlements. However, religious leaders often insist that they deal
with religious life and humanitarian work above all, and that every-
thing they do is related to religious life. They do not deal with poli-
tics, they do not deal with other problems, but leave them to others,
who are responsible for those issues. Thus, there is no real strength-
ening of the resilience of Roma communities to radicalization, but
the resilience is an unintended consequence of the strengthening of
the Islamic community. They believe that in cases when someone is
attacked because they are a Muslim, the mufti, non-governmental
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organizations, human rights offices, etc., should address it. Because
they are not strong enough to start something or to change anything.

CONCLUSIONS

e The level of negative social stereotypes, marginalization and
discrimination of Roma is high, it is maintained at that lev-
el and it exists in various areas. First of all, they are multiply,
intersectionaly exposed to prejudice — both as Roma and as
Muslims, as poor people, etc. Prejudice and consequent mar-
ginalization and discrimination begin in the settlements
themselves with non-Muslim residents, and outside the set-
tlements they are even more pronounced.

e Part of the marginalization and discrimination is structural/
systemic discrimination in all areas of Roma life. It is noticea-
ble in various areas, from housing, healthcare, education, eco-
nomic status, to employment and integration into society. A
part of the marginalization and discrimination is visible in
the lack of assistance/intervention from various services from
social to healthcare services. General support for the develop-
ment and inclusion of Roma communities is insufficient. The
conclusion is that there are no measures that would reduce
the risk of radicalization in Roma settlements.

e Security services control all non-traditional Islamic
communities.

e There are no measures to strengthen the resilience of Roma
communities to radicalization.

e “The main counter-radicalizing barrier” is actually the peace-
ful interpretation of religion and the rejection of all forms of
violence as the content of currently dominant Islamic cur-
rents in settlements.
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PANCEVO PENITENTIARY-
CORRECTIONAL FACILITY

A series of interviews was organized in July 2021 and it includ-
ed representatives of the management of the Pancevo Penitentiary-
Correctional Facility (KPZ), treatment services and convicts. All inter-
viewed convicts were active members of various hooligan groups and
they had been previously convicted of various crimes — attempted
murder, grievous bodily harm, threatening journalists, sale of drugs
and weapons, violence at sporting events, participation in the war in
Ukraine fighting on pro-Russian side, robbery, etc. And they have all
served prison sentences before.

The Pancevo Penitentiary-Correctional Facility was opened
two years ago and it has around 150 employees and 300 convicts.

Various treatment programs are implemented in the peniten-
tiary, which include economic, cultural, educational and sports activi-
ties. The “Block without drugs” functions as a regular program, which
lasts for six months and is on a voluntary basis. Participants attend dif-
ferent courses, they are helped to work on themselves, they are treat-
ed, there is a methadone program run by a psychiatrist, and frequent
drug testing is organized. A good part of the applicants quickly give
up, but there are also many who successfully complete it, even if data
on their numbers has not been collected. The penitentiary also pro-
vides a psychologist who has one-on-one conversations with the con-
victs. After a certain period, convicts who use treatment programs can
progress, and everyone is taken care of and has a personal treatment
file.

Convicts have the opportunity to work in agriculture, animal
husbandry, in the window assembly plant, or in the assembly of clips
within the penitentiary. They also have the opportunity to work in the
kitchen. There is also a dryer for medicinal herbs, and for this seasonal
job KPZ provides training to interested persons. Only those who want
to work are hired; they work seven hours a day and get paid for it.

The penitentiary also provides educational programs for con-
victs. There is a large number of adults without primary education in
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the penitentiary. There were as many as 80 people interested in the
primary education program, but it was temporarily canceled due to
the pandemic. The program will be provided for them as soon as the
epidemiological conditions are met. One convict submitted a request
for higher education, which will also be realized.

Various workshop programs are also organized — assertive-
ness workshops, workshops for reducing aggressive behavior, oratory
workshops (with participants even going to competitions), art work-
shops, woodcarving, painting, drawing workshops etc. Sports activi-
ties and tournaments are most popular with convicts. Convicts can
also use the library every day.

There is also a religious room within the Pancevo Penitentia-
ry-Correctional Facility. Every week someone new reads a prayer, and
about 26 people come regularly.

There is also a release preparation program for all convicts. It
includes instructions on how to get an ID card (since most IDs are
passivized for all convicts); how to secure one-time financial assis-
tance from the Center for Social Work; they get a list of organizations
they can turn to for help and support, etc. However, upon leaving,
there is no organized support and no system to monitor them after
their release. In addition, the material assistance that convicts can
receive from the centers for social work depends on the resources of
the municipality, so it can be only a few thousand dinars, with which
they can only afford to pay the fees for personal documents.

Right-wingers within hooligan groups do not see themselves
as right-wingers or extremists, but as patriots. They believe that
their activities contribute to the improvement of the situation in the
country.

It has been noticed that convicts who are hooligans, and right-
wingers, mostly have similar narratives: they do good things, the sys-
tem is to blame for everything that is not good, they want the sys-
tem to be good, to change it and so on. Their values are with the fam-
ily, church and nation, and they are against the Pride Parade, LGBT
rights, blacks, “Gypsies”, migrants, and the like. They do not hide their
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anti-Semitic and racist views either. Some even say: “Hitler did the
right thing to cleanse the Jews and the Roma.” Extremists who are free
and violent are very disciplined in prison, they are the most active in
sports, they often impose themselves as leaders, they advocate disci-
pline; they are always neat, and the like. They can follow the rules as
much as they want. However, their beliefs remain the same. For exam-
ple, every other day, a right-wing convict put a swastika on the can-
teen tray of a Roma convict.

Young people are recruited and join hooligan groups very ear-
ly, even in their teens. That age is the target of recruiters, and young
people are pliable at that age, they are trying to find their identity and
the group to which they will belong, it is easy to manipulate them.
Some of them are attracted to hooligan groups primarily because of
identity and ideological issues, while others join because of existen-
tial and social reasons.

The young people who join hooligan groups, primarily due to
existential and social problems, come from extremely dysfunction-
al families, often living in violence for many years, with a history of
abuse and neglect. As a rule, they live in very bad socio-economic con-
ditions, on the edge of misery and homelessness, in families that did
not want them. They themselves displayed some form of problemat-
ic, aggressive or antisocial behavior at a very early age. They join hoo-
ligan groups and accept violence and crime with ease, because it is
not foreign to them, and for many it is their only source of income,
which they can earn relatively easily. In addition, they recognize that
from their family life they carry a large amount of accumulated dis-
satisfaction, frustration, revolt and anger due to various depriva-
tions in life, which they could only express through hooligan groups.
They describe that only fights could calm them down. They were not
interested in the matches, the result, or who they were going to fight.
Sometimes they would fight with the police, sometimes with a rival
group, and sometimes with each other within the group, it was just
important for them to fight. They say: “When I get beaten, it gets easi-
er for me, it calms me down.” In the past, the police would call them as
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hooligans to fight, for example, to beat up someone because they were
selling gasoline. They stated that they were not involved with crime
because of the money, but because it made them feel like they belong
to a group and because they felt better that way.

Young people who sought a sense of identity and an ideolo-
gy in the hooligan groups passionately accept right-wing ideas and
tend to deal with these issues much more and on a much deeper lev-
el. They join various right-wing organizations and groups, study lit-
erature of this type, connect with the international right-wing move-
ment, establish their own organizations, and the like.

The values around which they gather are Serbdom, tradition,
the preservation of faith and tradition, “correct” moral principles,
patriotic spirit. They believe that today’s society has become immor-
al, only the individual is important, not the collective, and “everything
revolves around money’, solidarity is lost. Immorality is propagated
through music and the media. They are fighting against everything
that is not useful for the nation, for the “moral structure”.

The literature they study includes primarily theology, history
and literature. From theology, they state that they read Bishop Nikolaj
Velimirovi¢ and Justin Popovi¢. Literary figures of authority include:
Jovan Duc¢i¢, Milan Raki¢, Milo$ Crnjanski, Petar Petrovi¢ Njegos, Alek-
sandar Tesi¢, Dejan Stojiljkovi¢, Slavomir Nastasijevi¢. Among the for-
eign writers mentioned are: Yesenin, Dostoevsky, Terry Prachet, Ste-
phen King. The official accounts of history that are taught in schools
are considered to be bad learning material and misunderstood and
misrepresented accounts of Serbian history. The idea that Serbs came
“from somewhere” and created the Serbian empire “and everything in
it in just 200 years” is not acceptable to them. They believe that this is
impossible and that Serbs must be much older. They like the idea that
Serbs are the oldest people in the world and that they are the cradle of
humanity on these lands. As they say, they read “our great historians”:
Jovan Dereti¢, Goran Sarié, Dobroslav Jevdevi¢, Olga Lukovi¢ Pjanovié
(Serbs are the oldest people), Milo$ Kovi¢, Predrag Markovié, Cedomir
Anti¢, Radovan Damjanovi¢.
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The “National Alignment” (“Nacionalni stroj”), “Blood and Hon-
or’, “Obraz”, “National Serbian Front” are among the organizations they
gladly join for ideological reasons. They believe that the humanitarian
work of the right is also important, that Serbs should help Serbs, if they
are real Serbs. “Serbs for Serbs” stands out as an example as the most
professional and transparent organization which operates successful-
ly and which truly helps Serbs the most when they need help. A lot of
people help individually. “Leviathan” is not taken seriously, because it
is thought that they pay unjustifiably much attention to animals, while
there are “disturbing things”, for example, children who “have nothing
to eat”, the Serbian people in Kosovo, and the like.

They are often not completely satisfied with the work of exist-
ing organizations and try to form new organizations or organize inde-
pendent humanitarian initiatives. They also say that they have real-
ized that they will not be able to change the system the way they want,
acting even through organizations that suit them. That is not the way
to change the system. Then they usually leave those organizations and
attempts to act, as being futile.

As far as politics and social organization are concerned, they
are in favor of a (parliamentary) monarchy, and they do not trust or
value the current figures on the political scene or their work.

A Russophile sentiment is also common. They believe that
Serbs are strongly connected to the Russians, through Orthodoxy, the
army, historical and ruling ties. Those who went to fight in Ukraine on
the side of Russia point out that the Russians were volunteers in Bos-
nia in the recent wars, as well as that they felt obliged to go to Ukraine
and contribute to the “fraternal fight against the common enemy”.
They believe that a great injustice happened in Ukraine, because “the
people allowed for themselves to be turned against each other, just
like we did”. That our two peoples are one and the same, but that they
fell under the influence of the Vatican against them, just like its influ-
ence against Serbs.

Among other influential ideas nurtured by these groups, we
will mention: that the laboratory from which the coronavirus escaped
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is co-owned by Soros and Bill Gates; that Dr Nestorovi¢ reveals many
hidden truths and should be listened to; that there was no genocide in
Srebrenica; that everything that Naser Ori¢ did is accepted as correct
and that he will go unpunished, which is an incomprehensible injus-
tice; that NGOs organize a “Shiptar festival” in the heart of Belgrade
and that it is a shame that the state allows it; that there is a signifi-
cant “infiltration” of security services into right-wing organizations;
that many such organizations are mere puppets of power; that nepo-
tism and corruption have ruled for 50 years, which is a systemic prob-
lem that needs to be eradicated, etc.

Right-wingers tend to make connections with international
right-wing groups and organizations and develop in the direction of
international action. This aspiration for international connection is
realized through nationalist ideology. Although they are often xeno-
phobic, they still point out that nationalists from Western Europe are
closer to them than their non-nationalist peers. Arnaud Gouillon34 is
highly esteemed, they believe that he should be an example to them
and that what Gouillon is doing is great and the right way to express
nationalism. They also point out that Serbian nationalism was mis-
represented to European nationalists before, but that now Serbia is a
“bastion of nationalism” for them, they come to Serbia to learn from
local nationalists.

Usually, the family and the immediate environment in the
community, except for the hooligan groups themselves, do not share
the very extreme attitudes and beliefs that right-wingers have, nor
do they approve of their membership and activities in these groups.
However, they emphasize that this does not affect them. They are
deeply unwavering in their attitudes and believe that their surround-
ings do not understand how wrong they are. They usually hide their
criminal and violent acts from their families and their environment,
knowing that that would scare them the most and that they would be

34 Arnaud Gouillon has gone from being an activist of the French extreme right-wing
Identitarians movement to acting director of the Directorate for Cooperation with
the Diaspora and Serbs in the Region in the Government of Serbia..
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against it the most, and for that reason they cannot influence their
deradicalization. They do not establish friendly ties with people who
are not like-minded, which further closes them within the framework
of right-wing groups and enables their stronger influence.

On the other hand, a wide range of right-wing attitudes is very
accepted and present in the public, and even right-wingers rightly
believe that they are accepted in society along with their beliefs. The
community does not react to most right-wing narratives, on the con-
trary, it often reproduces them itself. That is why both these and lat-
er more extreme radicalizing influences are normalized and contin-
uous in the environment of young people, who later join right-wing
and hooligan groups.

The right-wingers themselves believe that their views are
accepted in the environment, except for extremely violent and crimi-
nal acts. They openly say that the laws under which they are being tried
are not intended for them, but for the prosecution of Islamist extrem-
ists and fighters on foreign battlefields. Even when convicted, they
believe that this is only collateral damage, and not the real purpose of
the law. They also know that for the same act — participation in foreign
battlefields — they were punished much more leniently than Islamist
fighters who went to Syria. They believe that the state does not have to
be afraid of them, but that there are bigger and more threatening dan-
gers that it should deal with, and that the state knows that.

There is no deradicalization program during the time sen-
tences are served, and the need for it has not even been recognized.
The penitentiary does not have more precise data on whether radi-
calization happens during the course of a prison sentence, because
it does not have insight into what exactly goes on among convicts.
Only the manifested respect for house rules is monitored. What is
known is that some convicts are right-wingers, hooligans, partici-
pants in the war in Eastern Ukraine on pro — Russian side. It is also
known that they openly express racist, fascist, anti-Semitic and oth-
er extremist views, i.e. that they are clearly radical, but the employ-
ees of the prison, despite that, do not recognize the need to work on
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deradicalization with them. There is no program related to ideologi-
cal topics, and the KPZ staff believes that such programs, especially
those aimed at deradicalization, would be needed only in larger insti-
tutions, where convicts serve longer sentences for serious crimes.

The staft at the penitentiary have the opportunity and inter-
est to attend various professional training programs, but there have
been no training programs for the treatment work on deradicaliza-
tion. No one from the penitentiary participated in the activities relat-
ed to the implementation of the National Strategy for the Prevention
and Countering of Terrorism, because they were not invited to such
activities, nor were they aware of there being any.

There is a high percentage of repeat offenders among the con-
victs. In some cases, this is related to social factors, when, for example,
persons who are released have nowhere to go, so for that reason they
commit a crime and return to the penitentiary. It is “harder for such
people to be free than to be in prison”. They are worried about what
will happen outside, what they will eat, where they will live, what they
will do. And in prison, anyone who wants to work can work. Those
who do not have a family or anyone to accept and support them when
they are released do not have any good options available. For multi-
ple returnees and those with longer prison sentences, the individu-
al capacity for resocialization declines rapidly. Many completely lose
all social ties because of prison. They get so used to life in prison that
they can no longer get used to a life with freedom, which scares them.
They want to stay in the penitentiary and are ready to commit a crime,
in order to be returned as soon as possible.

All convicts face the problem of employment and, in con-
nection with that, finding accommodation immediately after their
release. No one will hire them when they find out that they were in
prison, so they can't even rent accommodation. The next problem
is that most of them are used to getting large sums of money easily
and quickly, so they are not ready to work for 30,000-40,000 dinars,
when they can earn that much through crime, in two days. The prob-
lem is that they don't care that they will return to prison. Most think:
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“So what if I go to prison again, I'll get out.” During the treatment
and preparation for release, these beliefs and attitudes are especially
worked on through individual conversations. That is a part of resocial-
ization, with the intention of discouraging convicts from engaging in
crime any further by making them aware of what they will lose if they
do something illegal again, that that will not change what they are
dissatisfied with in their lives and that they have to find a better way.
However, councilors also note that convicts often come to them so
“damaged and neglected” that it is often impossible to change them.
During the preparation for release, the convicts make resocialization
plans with their councilors, which include future accommodation,
employment or other sources of income, and a support network. For
those who have a (functional and supportive) family, this part of the
preparation for release is much easier and increases the chances of
their successful resocialization. They make a plan with their family
that they will live together, that the family will help them financially
and in finding a job, and in some cases the family will arrange employ-
ment for them when the time comes for their release. However, in the
absence of institutional support, all the options that convicts have are
limited to relying on family resources, and there are no mechanisms
of assistance and professional support for families. In such a situa-
tion, even those families that have sufficient resources to financially
support and assist convicts after their release, do not have the psycho-
social competencies to ensure their resocialization and prevent their
return to criminal and hooligan groups.

Unfortunately, belonging to hooligan groups makes it even
more difficult to resocialize such people after they are released from
prison. Hooligan groups constantly demand loyalty, proving oneself,
attending games, which further entails other acts — violence, crime. It
is difficult for convicts to avoid that and to resist such pressures. For
those who do not have a family that would accept them after their
release, or someone who would support them and help them cope,
returning to hooligan groups is the only option for both existential and
social reasons. In addition, their perceptions are such that they blame
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the system for everything. The system is always to blame as far as they
are concerned, because there is no understanding for them, and that
prevents them from realizing their mistakes and changing. During the
preparations for release, special attention is paid to working on these
views, but this is not successful in all cases. What can help resocial-
ize hooligans is if they get disappointed by their group while serving
their sentences, because, for example, they did not visit, contact or
support them, because they expect loyalty from their group, consider-
ing them friends, just as the group expects from them. If that happens,
they may be more willing to distance themselves from the hooligan
group, or even leave it and look for another group to dedicate them-
selves to. Another factor that encourages distancing from right-wing
and violent hooligan groups is the belief of convicts that the security
services are closely monitoring them after their release and that they
will surely be suspected of and arrested for a crime. Therefore, some
of them reduce or avoid contact with their group after being released,
at least at the beginning.

CONCLUSIONS

¢ Right-wingers within hooligan groups do not see themselves
as extremists and right-wingers, but as patriots.

¢ Young people are recruited and join hooligan groups very ear-
ly, in their teens. That age is the target age for recruiters.

e Some of them are attracted to hooligan groups primarily due
to identity and ideological issues, while others join for existen-
tial and social reasons.

e The dimensions and specifics of this type of extremism have
not been systematically investigated. Hooligan groups are
often associated with crime, so access to these groups for
research is difficult for that reason.

¢ Young people who turned to these groups to find their identity
and ideology passionately accept right-wing ideas and tend to
deal with these issues much more and on a much deeper level.
They join various right-wing organizations and groups, study
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literature, connect with the international right-wing move-
ments, establish their own organizations, and the like.

e Usually, the family and the immediate environment in the
community, except for the hooligan groups themselves, do
not share the extreme attitudes and beliefs that right-wingers
have, nor do they approve of their membership and activities
in these groups. However, they emphasize that this does not
affect them.

¢ A wide range of right-wing attitudes is very accepted and pre-
sent in the public, and even right-wingers rightly believe that
they are accepted in society with their beliefs. The commu-
nity does not react to most extreme right-wing narratives, on
the contrary, it often reproduces them itself. That is why both
these and later more extreme radicalizing influences are nor-
malized and continuous in the environment of young people,
who later join right-wing and hooligan groups.

e They believe that the laws under which they are tried are
not intended for them, but for prosecuting Islamist extrem-
ists and fighters on foreign battlefields. Even when convicted,
they believe that this is only collateral damage, and not the
real purpose of the law.

e There is no deradicalization program implemented during the
prison sentence or after the release from prison.

e Families do not know what to do with them. They occasion-
ally help them resocialize and reintegrate after their release
from prison, but they do not have the capacity to cope with
deradicalization.

e Compared to Islamist, right-wing extremists are much less
recognized by various actors as extremists, which makes them
much more dangerous.

¢ Right-wing extremism is tolerated, supported and often used.

¢ No one works with right-wing extremists in terms of deradi-
calization, and this further generates extremism.

e There is no strengthening of community resilience.
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¢ The percentage of returnees among convicts is high.

¢ Belonging to hooligan groups further complicates the reso-
cialization of these individuals upon their release from prison.

¢ Hooligans, like right-wing extremists, have largely remained
inaccessible to this research. The reasons are different, but the
repulsed, exclusivist and extremely negative attitude of such
groups and organizations towards civil society organizations
is among the main ones. Also, many groups of this type are
directly involved in crime, corruption and organized crime,
and therefore refuse any kind of communication.

WAR VETERANS AND PSYCHOTHERAPISTS
WHO WORK WITH THEM

The series of interviews was conducted in July 2021 and
included war veterans and representatives of psychotherapists, activ-
ists, consultants who have been providing psychosocial support since
1998 to war veterans and related groups, who participated in the wars
of the 1990s. We opted for this group of interviews in order to indi-
rectly obtain information on the capacities for working with return-
ees from foreign battlefields who need psychosocial support for their
resocialization into the local community, after the battlefield or after
their release from prison. The talks also gave us insight into extreme
right-wing groups that are otherwise difficult to reach and interview.

The group gathered around the War Trauma Center in Novi
Sad (hereinafter: the Center) has worked from the beginning with war
veterans, direct victims of war and refugees, with a primary focus on
war veterans.

The number and other characteristics of the group of war vet-
erans have been insufficiently researched. The state, primarily the
security services, actively prevented such research. According to offi-
cial reports, which were accepted and confirmed by representatives
of institutions in Serbia and abroad, but not publicly, there are around
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700,000 to 800,000 war veterans,3 i.e. people who participated in
armed conflicts and now live in Serbia, which is almost 10% of the
population of the country at this time. This group of veterans includes:
units of the Ministry of the Interior (MUP) that were engaged in hos-
tilities in Yugoslavia, the MUP reserve, the regular army, the army
reserve and all refugees from Croatia, Bosnia and Kosovo and persons
displaced to central Serbia, who formed the armed defense on their
territories. These are the people who took part in the wars, from Slo-
venia to the last campaigns in Kosovo. The Center has repeatedly tried
to organize a systematic and comprehensive survey of war veterans,
but they have been thwarted in every attempt. In addition to the lack
of financial resources, both representatives of the Center and engaged
researchers were banned by the security services from collecting data
and, in particular, extrapolating information on the dimensions of
this phenomenon from samples.

Participants in the wars of the 1990s often do not consid-
er themselves right-wingers, and certainly not extremists. They are
not a homogeneous group, but in the socio-political situation at the
time, different subgroups of them participated in the war for differ-
ent reasons.

A significant number of veterans were mobilized and they
believe that “the state sent them there”. Their war experiences are so
strong that, if the circumstances coincided with the nationalist narra-
tive, they adopted those views. The second group are those who grew
up before the war on nationalist narratives in the family, with the nar-
rative that their family lost family members in World War II, so the
need to compensate motivated them to go to war. They left as national-
ists, and when they returned, they realized that the state did not need
them, that it did not even recognize them. That is why they thought
that they were damaged twice, so from that disappointment they
became even bigger nationalists and developed some idiosyncratic
radical ideas, for example, that a monarchy should be introduced, that

35 Data from the War Trauma Center.
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(some) politicians should be assassinated, ethnic cleansing should be
carried out in war-torn territories, etc. People from both groups often
returned to the battlefield later, as volunteers. Another category of
those who fought in the war were officers of the Yugoslav People’s
Army (JNA), who went to advance from a lower officer rank to a high
rank more quickly, because ranks were very easy to acquire in the war.
Their motivation was purely pragmatic.

Among the volunteers from Serbia, there were also convicts
from penitentiaries, their motivation was that one day on the battle-
field replaced three days of serving a prison sentence. There were also
adventurers and criminals among them, each looking for a way to pur-
sue their interests on the battlefield. There were also people from the
margins who were looking for a way to improve their reputation upon
their return by joining a well-known unit, for example, that of Captain
Dragan or Arkan. Also, there were young volunteers who, growing up
in families, had conflicts with strict parents, who were more or less
nationally inclined, so they went to the battlefield out of rebellion. A
significantly different group was the subgroup of antisocial person-
alities, for whom there were no moral scruples, who were able to kill
everyone in a house if they saw that there was food in it. They did very
well in the war, some of them received decorations as heroes, some-
times they made significant progress in their careers and positioning,
and became local leaders and the like. Both their opponents and com-
rades-in-arms were afraid of them and “everyone got out of their way”.

Most of the participants in the war, after their first experienc-
es in battle, decided that they would never return. They returned only
if their unit returned, to protect those who protected them, but even
that was very rare. A small part of the veterans are more prone to vio-
lence, and they continued to fight even later. After the 1990s, they
moved on to Africa, Central Asia, Afghanistan, working in security for
private American companies, among other things. They liked being
in that kind of positio