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INTRODUCTION

The monitoring of the media sceneis conducted to continuously track events
and processes affecting media freedomin the Republic of Serbia. This mon-
itoring focuses on freedom of expression; monitoring the implementation of
existing regulations; the adoption of new regulations, as well as amendments
to current ones, bothinthe media field and other areas that directly or indi-
rectlyimpact media freedom; and the analysis of lawsuits considered by ex-
pertstobe SLAPP suits (strategiclawsuits against public participation) tar-
getingjournalists and mediaoutlets.

Publicly available data,information obtained from journalists, editors, and
other media professionals, journalisticassociations,and media organizations,
aswell asfrom governmental and non-governmental bodies, are used for mon-
itoring.

This Monitoring Report was prepared by expert monitoring team from the
“Savovi¢” Law Office in cooperation with ANEM.
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|.  FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

In the Freedom House annual report The Uphill Battle to Safeguard Rights,

Serbia continues its downward trend on the list of countries where rights and

freedoms have been most endangered overthe past decade. The report states:

Serbia under the leadership of President Aleksandar Vuéi¢ and his Serbian
Progressive Party (SNS) provides an informative example of the ways in which
elected leaders have undermined the media. The country declined from Free to
Partly Free in the 2019 edition of Freedom in the World and has lost a further 11
points since then, as rights and liberties have steadily deteriorated. Attacks on
journalists and tightening control of the media environment have been among
the most prominent features of this erosion.

The report notes smear campaigns targeting investigative media, tax in-
spections aimed at them, threats from top government officials, and arrests.
It also points out that, in order to support pro-government media, the author-
ities abused regulatory control and licensing processes. Pro-government me-
dia have benefited from opaque ownership structures,indirect state subsidies,
and a politicized distribution of advertising revenue. On the other hand, inde-
pendent media and journalists have been intimidated by strategic lawsuits
against public participation (SLAPP). All of this has created an environment
in which positive reporting on the President of Serbia and his SNS party domi-
nates, especiallyinthelead-up to elections, while critical voices are silenced.

The deterioration of mediafreedominSerbiaisalsorecordedinthe Monitor-

ing Report prepared for the Media Freedom Rapid Response (MFRR) network

by experts from the European Centre for Press and Media Freedom (ECPMF),
the European Federation of Journalists (EF)), and the International Press Insti-
tute (IP1)". According to the report, 83 alerts were recorded in Serbia, concern-
ing 117 individuals or entities associated with the media (compared to 49 docu-
mented casesin2023).2

According to the MFRR report, verbal attacks are predominant in Serbia
(71.1% with 14 cases of death threats). There were also 14 recorded physical at-
tacks.

The report also discusses cases of death threats against the Slavko Curuvija
Foundation, hostility toward media outlets (especially television channel Nova

S), and threats made to journalists Ana Lali¢ Hegedis and Dinko Gruhonijié¢.
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Eleveninstancesof verbal pressurebypublicofficialswererecorded.Particular
emphasis was placed on anincident in the Belgrade City Assembly, where Slo-
bodan Solevi¢, a member of the city council,insulted Danas daily journalist Vo-
jin Radovanovi¢, demanding that he delete footage in which Solevi¢ appeared.
Thereporthighlights President Aleksandar Vuéi¢'sharsh criticism of the media
outlets N1,NovaS,and Slobodna Bosna over their coverage of protests against
lithium mining by the company Rio Tinto. It also covers a smear campaign tar-

geting journalist Tamara Skrozza (pro-government tabloids manipulated her

statement about the protests that led to the fall of Slobodan Milosevié¢’s re-
gime). In connection to this, Minister of Information and Telecommunications
Dejan Risti¢ accused Skrozza of spreading hate speech.

Among physical assaults, in addition to those occurring during protests, the
reportincludes cases where perpetrators were members of the police and secu-
rity services. The most alarming case involved journalist Ljubomir Stefanovig,
who stated that the Security Information Agency (BIA) abducted and inter-

rogated him for hours because of his public criticism of the Serbian President.

During the incident, his mobile phone was hacked. Another notable case was

that of Slavise Milanova, who had spyware NoviSpy installed on his device

during questioning at a police station in Pirot in February of the previous year.
Referring to findings by Amnesty International, MFRR and the Safe)ournal-
istsnetwork called on Serbian authoritiestorespondtothese cases of unautho-
rized state surveillance in line with the newly adopted European Media Free-
dom Act (EMFA).

In the area of legal proceedings, the report notes that three out of eight re-
corded cases were initiated by members of the judiciary. The investigative por-
tal KRIK was described as “a constant target of harassment through lawsuits
used as atool of intimidation.”

Reporters Without Borders published a Media Freedom Status Analysis,
“Analysis of the State of Media Freedom” covering eight EU member states

and Serbia as a candidate country. The organization harshly criticized the Eu-
ropean Commission and EU member states for theirinaction while media free-
dom continues to erode. Reporters Without Borders called on the Commission
to assume responsibility for enforcing its own rules and to do everything in its
power to halt the deterioration of media freedoms in Europe. Regarding Ser-
bia, which ranks 98th on the World Press Freedom Index, it was stated that the
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country’s Regulatory Authority for Electronic Media (REM) only formally ad-
herestothe standards of EUindependence, while in practice it operates under
political control.?

Onthe Council of Europe’s Platform for the Protection of Journalism and the

Safety of Journalists which tracks threats against journalists in member coun-

triesandissuesalertsandcallstoauthorities,aresponse wasrecorded from the
Supreme Public Prosecutor’s Office with the information about attacks on NI
and Euronews crews during protestsin early November in Novi Sad, and about
insults and targeting of N1 journalist Miodrag Sovilj by Belgrade Mayor Alek-
sandar Sapi¢. The response noted that the latter case could only potentially be
prosecuted through a private lawsuit, as the prosecution lacks a legal basis to
initiate criminal proceedings.

The International PEN Center issued a statement noting that independent
journalistsin Serbiahave become targets of the Serbian government, pro-gov-
ernment media, and online trolls. The statement emphasizes that the Serbian
authorities must respect the right to peaceful protest and ensure a safe envi-
ronment for journalists. It further notes that pro-government media report on
protests in a negative tone and have published personal data of some dem-
onstrators, raising serious safety concerns. The statement also cites President
VYuéi¢'s claim that student protesters are funded from abroad and that the me-
dia are spreading false information about the demonstrations.

The statement also referred to a manipulated video circulated on social me-

dia that portrayed actors Marko Janketi¢ and Mirjana Karanovi¢, journalists
Zoran Kesi¢ and Jelena Obu¢ina, writer Marko Vidojkovi¢, playwright Biljana
Srbljanovi¢, and historian Milan St. Proti¢ as traitors and supporters of Koso-
vo's independence. Some of those featured in the video reportedly received
death threats after its publication.*

PEN International called on Serbian authorities to respect their national
and international obligations regarding the right to freedom of expression
and peaceful assembly. Authorities were urged to ensure that journalists, writ-
ers,and activists are able to speak out and inform the public without fear of re-
taliation.

The manipulated video was also documented within the Mapping Media

Freedom project, which tracks and reports violations of press and media free-

dom across Europe.
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Unlawful Access to Mobile Data and Installation of Spyware

With the assistance of the Digital Security Lab of Amnesty International,
yet another case of Cellebrite tool misuse was uncoveredin Serbia’ A23-year-
old activist attempted to attend a Serbian Progressive Party event at the Sava
Centerinlate 2024 but was denied entry. He was takeninto police custody and,
according to Amnesty’s findings, his phone was forcibly unlocked, datawas
extracted, and an attempt was made toinstall some form of spyware.®

Following Amnesty International’s report publishedin December 2024, the
Cellebrite companyissued aresponse (for more information, see the Monitor-

ing Reportonthe Media Scene for December 2024). Afterinvestigating the

allegations of possible technology misuse, Cellebrite decided to suspend fur-
ther use of its products by the relevant Serbian authorities.”

The Swiss daily newspaper Blick reported that Switzerland had sold Serbia
surveillance technology worth nearly two million Swiss francs. This included
IMSI-catchers, which enable the location tracking, eavesdropping, and mon-
itoring of mobile phones. The Swiss State Secretariat for Economic Affairs
(SECO) confirmed the transaction. A spokesperson stated that the equipment
was delivered to Serbian state authorities but did not specify which institu-
tionswere involved. ltis assumed that the Ministry of the Interior (MUP) or the
Security Information Agency (BIA) are the likely recipients. The article empha-
sized that the sale of surveillance technology to Serbiais controversial, given
that the Swiss exportregulation oninternet and mobile surveillance equip-
ment prohibits such transfers if there is a well-founded suspicion that the tech-

nology will be used for repression.®
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Threats and Pressure

Inearly February, more than 25 civil society organizations,’ as well as several
journalisticand media associations, announced that they were ending cooper-
ation with the legislative and executive branches of governmentinSerbia.Asa
result,they withdrew their formal and informal participationin working groups
of the Government of the Republic of Serbia and its ministries, including per-
manent and ad hoc working groups, councils, and similar bodies in which they
had previously beeninvolved.™

In the joint statement issued by the organizations and associations,
itisstated:

In practice, the protection of humanrights and freedoms has been in constant
decline for a long time, which has become increasingly evident today as the au-
thorities attempt in every way to suppress student protests and avoid meeting
demandsthat should notbe controversial toanyone whohasaninterestin Serbia
as a state governed by the rule of law. [..] In recent days, we have witnessed ha-
rassment, arrests, and expulsions of foreign nationals, the targeting of citizens
with dual nationality, the sharing of personal data, and the endangerment of
students’safety.

Civil society organizations have long been exposed to pressure, threats, and
hate campaigns. We have seen how security structures are misused for theillegal
surveillance andintimidation of activists, journalists,and other critics of the gov-
ernment."



The Association of Independent ElectronicMedia (ANEM) joined other jour-
nalists’and media associations in suspending cooperation with the legislative
and executive authorities in Serbiq, including the Permanent Working Group
forthe Safety of Journalists (PWG).

The justification for this decision is reinforced by the data on recorded at-
tacks against journalists. In the first two months of 2025, the Office of the Re-
public Public Prosecutor initiated 11 cases based on criminal complaints (4 in
January and 7 in February), affecting 12 individuals —= 7 men and 5 women. The
Special Prosecutor’'s Office for High-Tech Crime opened 6 cases affecting 7
individuals—2 men and 5 women.” The Independent Journalists’ Association
of Serbia (NUNS), through its Database of Attacks on Journalists, recorded 5
physical assaults, 2 attacks on property, 17 verbal threats, and 26 instances of
pressure." The large discrepancy between documented casesis yet anotherin-
dicator of growing distrust in institutions, which contributed to the decision to

suspend PWG membership.

Entering with Ulterior Motives

At the end of February, a large number of armed criminal police officers
entered the premises of several civil society organizations (CRTA,* Civic Ini-
tiatives's, the Center for Practical Politics”, and the Trag Foundation® ), de-
manding access to and copies of their financial documentation. The operation
was conducted on the orders of Higher Public Prosecutor Nenad Stefanovié.In
his public statement, the prosecutor explained that the Special Department
for Combating Corruption was collecting necessary information, citing state-
ments made by U.S. officials regarding the misuse of funds, potential money
laundering, and the improper use of American taxpayer money in Serbia. Ac-
cordingtothe prosecutor, these statements mentioned NGOs in Serbia.” How-
ever, the actioninitiated under his order was not based on a formal request - it
was self-initiated.

The actions of the prosecution — announced in advance by pro-government
tabloids and the highest state officials, including the President of the Republic
of Serbia? — have been harshly condemned by both domesticand internation-
al experts.

PavolSzalai,Head of the EU and Balkans Desk at Reporters Without Borders
(RSF), stated in aninterview for the portal Cenzolovka that “[..] this police raid
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resembles intimidation and smear tactics used against journalists and media
during the time of Yugoslav dictator Slobodan Milosevié¢.”

Esther Major, Deputy Director of the Europe Research Division at Amnes-
ty International, told Voice of America that she was concerned by “repeated
threats from some political partiesin Serbia to adopt alaw on foreign agents,”
under which “receiving money from abroad” could be grounds for designating
someone asa ‘foreign agent.” She added that “arbitrary investigationsinto or-
ganizations critical of the government threaten freedoms of expression and
association and must be stopped.™?

Legal expert Sofija Mandi¢ also sharply criticized prosecutor Stefanovié's

actions, stating:

The reader will already notice that prosecutor Stefanovié is not the com-
petent authority to investigate the misuse of funds. Let us point out that
Stefanoviéis a prosecutor, not aMisdemeanor Court.

Citizen Stefanovi¢, if he was so concerned and lacking better things todo,
could have filed arequest toinitiate misdemeanor proceedings against the
five organizations, and the Misdemeanor Court in Belgrade could conduct
the proceedings. Could conduct - because in such a request, citizen Ste-
fanovi¢,in accordance with the law, would have to specify a factual descrip-
tion of the act constitutingthe misdemeanor, the time and placeit occurred,
and other relevant circumstances. In the evident absence of concrete infor-
mation, he could write:| heard it from Marco Rubio. Or: | saw it on television.
Eventhe MisdemeanorCourt — which,byitsverynature, hasseenand heard
itall - would find that laughable.?

Threats directed at N1 journalist Ksenija Pavkov

During the coverage of the Serbian Progressive Party gathering in Sremska
Mitrovica on February15th, organized onthe occasion of Statehood Day, N1
journalist Ksenija Pavkov wasrepeatedly threatened and subjected toinsults
and other disturbing messages.?*Inorder to continue her reporting, the news
team had toremove N1television amblems. Journalistic associations respond-

edtothe attack on Ksenija Pavkov.?



--

ists (photo: screenshot N1)
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The attacker of IN Media portal journal

Physical attack on IN Media journalists Verica Marinci¢ and Miodrag Blecic

During the protests of students and pupils in Indija, an unknown older man,
who referred to the protesters as “Ustase”, attacked IN Media journalists Veri-
caMarinéi¢ and Miodrag Bleci¢, directing the same insults at them. The attack-
er hit Verica Marinéi¢ to knock the mobile phone out of her hand, which she was
using to film the event. The attack was stopped by a uniformed police officer,
who detained the attacker.?

Journalisticassociations responded to the attack.?

The attack on Verica Marinéi¢ was not the only pressure incident that oc-
curred in February. At a press conference, the mayor of Indija, Marko Gasi¢, in-

sulted the journalist.?

Brutal interference with journalists covering public events
Shortly before the session of the City Assembly of Novi Sad on February 24
— during which a new mayor was elected - members of the City Assembly’s se-
curity detail and private security personnel conducted thorough searches of
journalists and held themisolated andlocked in aroom for a period of time.?
At the session of the City Assembly of Novi Sad, Vuk Raoni¢ was seated in

the front row. He is the individual who attacked the Euronews journalistic crew
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during a protest in front of the SNS offices in Novi Sad in November of last

year®® (for more details on this incident, see the Media Monitoring Report for

November2024).Inresponse to questionsfromjournalists afterthe session, he

statedthathe hadnotbeeninformedthatthe prosecutionhad summonedhim,

nor was he aware of the event for which heis being charged. '

Threats to the editorial staff of the Zrenjanin newspaper

Throughthe social media platform Facebook, the editorial office of the news-
paper Zrenjaninreceived insults and adeath threats,*? which the editor links to
their reporting on the student protest march from Zrenjanin to Vrac. The re-
sponse from the prosecution and police following the report of the threat was
swift andincluded periodic patrolsnearthe newsroom.The perpetratorhasnot
yetbeenidentified or prosecuted.The Journalists’ Association of Serbia (UNS)
issued astatementinresponse to the incident.

Threats to the editorial staff of Nova ekonomija

A voice message was sent to the editorial staff of the magazine and portal
Nova ekonomija via an Instagram account (@kosta.car), in which, along with
the mention of theirlocation and obscenities, they were threatened with death.
The threat wasreportedtotherelevant prosecutor’s office, but the perpetrator
has notyetbeenidentified, and thus not prosecuted.

Threats and insults to Nenad Kulacin, co-author of the podcast Dobar, los,
zao (The Good, the Bad, the Ugly)

After anincident that nearly resulted in a physical attack, Nenad Kulaéin re-
ported the attacker, who was quickly identified and taken into police custody.
The Public Prosecutor's Office is gathering the necessary data for prosecuting
the perpetrator.’*
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Threats to Ana Lali¢ Hegedis and Dinko Gruhoniji¢ and break-in at the

premises of the Independent Journalists’ Association of Vojvodina (NDNV)

In February, new threats were made against Dinko Gruhonji¢ and his family.
These threats were sent via social media and reported to the Prosecutor’s Of-
fice for High-Tech Crime. Journalist associations and media organizations re-
sponded to this.

During February,aviolent nighttime break-inoccurred atthe NDNYV premis-
es.Thepoliceconductedaninvestigation,butthe perpetratorswerenotfound.>

A few days later, threats were sent to Ana Lali¢ Hegedis, the president of
NDNY, via Facebook, and these threats were reported to the Prosecutor’s Of-
fice for High-Tech Crime. Journalist associations responded to this as well.*’

REM’s response to threats made against journalist Tamara Skrozza

REM (the Regulatory Authority for ElectronicMedia) responded onlyin Feb-
ruary of this year to a complaint submitted by the Independent Journalists’
Association of Serbia (NUNS) six months earlier against TV Pink, concerning
the way it reported on astatement made by Tamara Skrozza. The controversial
segment aired in August 2024, as part of the news program National Daily. In
the segment, Skrozza's response to a question posed by Rada Duri¢, host of the
show “If | Were Someone”, was completely taken out of context and misrepre-
sented in a highly inaccurate and tendentious manner. The news anchor intro-
duced the segment by saying: “Opposition journalist Tamara Skrozza stated
that Vuéi¢ should have been killed between October 5 and 6,2000.”

Following thisintroduction, the editor-in-chief of the pro-government media
outlet Informer gave his opinion on Skrozza's statement, describing it as “mon-
strous, horrifying, terrifying,” and characterizing it as a “call for execution,” a
“call for revolutionary justice.” (For more on the targeting of journalist Tamara
Skrozza and the campaign conducted against her, see the Media Monitoring
Report for July and August 2024).

In its response, REM stated that at a Council meeting held on November 1,

2024, it was decided that “there were no grounds for initiating proceedings ex
officio against the media service provider Pink Media Group.”® However, at
the most recent regular Council session, a total of 270 items were discussed -
none of which related tothe NUNS complaint. NUNS raised a question that re-
mains unanswered: How did the REM Council reach adecision on a matter that

was not onthe agenda during the decision-making process?*°

12


https://bezbedni-novinari.mpanel.app/storage/files/documents/2024-07-anem-monitoring-eng.pdf
https://bezbedni-novinari.mpanel.app/storage/files/documents/2024-08-anem-monitoring-eng.pdf

a qssocmhons in

. -ticand medl
journalistica phofo 7 oran Savi€)

resentatives of
Ree S olleagues from Kosovo (

The situation in the media reporting in Serbian language in Kosovo

InFebruary,ameetingonthesafetyofjournalistswasheldinKosovskaMitro-

conversatio
™

vica, organized by the Association of Independent Electronic Media (ANEM).
The meeting was attended by representatives of journalisticand media associ-

ations that are members of the Permanent Working Group for Journalist Safe-
ty (NUNS, UNS, NDNYV, Media Association, and ANEM), as well as journalists

from editorial offices reporting in Serbian from Kosovo.*° The statement from

the meeting stated:

The professional solidarity gatheringwasnotable for the fact that, for the
first time, representatives from almost all relevant journalist associations
and media associations visited their colleagues in Kosovo to discuss the
various problems they face. At the same time, for the first time, journalists
reporting in Serbian from Kosovo, as well as correspondents from Belgrade
and international media, gathered in one place. Members of the editorial
teams of KoSSev, Radio Kontakt Plus, Radio Kosovska Mitrovica, Jedin-
stvo, KIM Radio, Radio Gorazdevac, as well as correspondents from Prva,
Gradanica Online, Euronews, RTS, Radio Belgrade, RTV Vojvodina, and
Voice of America were present.[..] The meeting discussed topics related to
the safety of journalists in Kosovo, where journalists face constant threats
and attacks, discrimination, and intimidation. Specific cases faced by jour-
nalistsin their work over the past years were also highlighted. #
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The president of UNS in Kosovo, Ivana Yanovac, presented data on the num-

ber of attacks on journalistsin Kosovo:

Theyear2023wasarecordyearforthe numberofrecorded attacks,witha
total of 32 physical attacks, pressures, threats, and cases of hindering jour-
nalists in their work. In 2024, 22 attacks were recorded, including one physi-
cal attack, six pressures, two threats, and 13 cases of interference with work.
Among other incidents were the mistreatment of the Radio Gorazdevac
team by the Kosovo police, the theft and damage to a building owned by
KIM Radio in Caglavica, and a physical attack on journalists from Politika
and)edinstvoonthe mainbridgein North Mitrovica,whenourcolleague Bil-

jana Radomiroviésustained minorbodilyinjuries,and there was an attempt
|42

to destroy the car of colleague Nevenka Medi¢ from the KoSSev portal.

Due to the constant impunity of those who threaten journalists’ safety, there
is a lack of trust in institutions, both those in Pristina and those in Belgrade.
Threats and other unpleasant actions by the Kosovo police further prevent
journalists from seeking justice. Journalists, especially women, are often tar-
geted. Discrimination against themis often carried out by members of the Ser-
bian List. Journalists reporting in Serbian are also discriminated against by
representatives of the governmentin Pristina.

The meeting discussed journalistic solidarity, preventing attacks, respond-
ing to threats, prosecuting perpetrators, and other challenges journalists in
Kosovo face daily. Representatives of international organizations in Kosovo
were criticized for their inactivity when it comes to protecting journalists’ safe-
ty.

Representatives of the Kosovo and Metohija Journalists’ Association and
ANEM emphasized the importance of resolving the cases of 17 kidnapped and
murderedjournalistsbetween1998and 2005.They called for the establishment
of an international commission to investigate these cases and eliminate ob-
structions to justice. It was agreed that communication concerning issues that
require support, solidarity, and advocacy from the relevant authorities should

be ongoing.
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Il MONITORING THE PROCESS OF ADOPTING NEW LAWS

Law on Public Media Services

In early February, the results of the public discussion on the Draft Law on
Amendments and Supplements to the Law on Public Media Services were pub-
lished. The Coalition for Media Freedom and ANEM reacted to the fact that
the expert proposals submitted by the media community were not accepted.In
astatement, they stated that the Ministry of Information and Telecommunica-
tions has once again proven that it has no intention of implementing substan-

tive reforms envisioned by the Media Strategy.

We particularly emphasize that this Draft Law does not address the issue
of financing public services - on the contrary, it cements their financial de-
pendence on the budgetary decisions of the authorities. Although the Me-
dia Strategy clearly foresees stable financing through a fee as the primary
source of income, the Ministry rejected all proposals that would ensure the
financial and editorialindependence of public services. The argument that
“lack of funds will be compensated from the budget” is directly contrary to
the goal of ensuring the independence of public services and opens space
for political pressures and manipulation.
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[1l' IMPLEMENTATION OF EXISTING REGULATIONS

Regulatory Authority for Electronic Media

The portal Cenzolovkapublishedjournalistsfindings obtained fromananal-
ysis of the process for selecting members of the REM Council, an analysis that
the President of the National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia, Ana Brnabig¢,
sent to the ambassadors of the Quint countries (USA, UK, France, ltaly, and
Germany). The journalist asked Ana Brnabié¢ to respond to the question of why
sheinformed the Quint ambassadors about the electoral process for which she
is not competent. No response was received. As the article assumes, the reason
could be that the election of the new REM Council is animportant condition for
implementing the Reform Agenda and opening the Third Cluster for EU mem-
bership, whichleads to “attractive accession funds.”**

Representatives of certain proposers and candidates who withdrew their
nominationsbelieve that continuingthe election and voting for the candidates
for the REM Council would be irregular, which is why the process of selecting
members should be repeated.

When it comes to REM’s handling of requests for access to information of
publicimportance, the institution’s official stance is that it cannot respond to
such requests due to the expiration of the REM Council's mandate. However,
accordingtoareportbyCenzolovka,the Commissioner for Information of Pub-
lic Importance, in a response to the Slavko Curuvija Foundation, stated that
REM’sreasoningisunfounded.

4 Although the report on the course of the election campaign was supposed
to be published after the 2023 elections,” REM significantly delayed the “af-
ter.” The report — titled Elections 2023, Final Report: Monitoring and Analysis

of Media Service Providers’ Programming During the Election Campaign for

National, Provincial, and Local Elections — was published a full year and two
months later, having been adopted in May 2024. When asked by the Journal-
ists’ Association of Serbia (UNS) why the report was released only now, the for-
mer president of the REM Council and current PR officer for the institution, Oli-

vera Zeki¢, replied that it was released now “because she said so, and that there

were no ulterior or prior motives.”*°
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Project Co-Financing

On February 1, 2025, the Ministry of Information and Telecommunications
announced all nine calls for proposals in the field of publicinformation for the
currentyear. A total of 427,500,000 RSD was allocated for the implementation
of these calls,compared to 337,000,000 RSD allocated the previous year.*°

The Provincial Secretariat for Culture, PublicInformation,and Relations with
Religious Communities announced two calls, allocating 130,000,000 RSD; last
year,90,000,000 RSD had been earmarked for this purpose.*

Regarding local governments, out of a total of 167 municipalities and cities,
122 local self-governments announced media calls for proposals within the le-
gally prescribed deadline.??

In early February, a call for applications for members of project evaluation
commissions was opened. >

Pointing out that many users encountered issues with the use of the Unified
Information Platform (JIS), through which applications are submitted, ANEM
(Association of Independent Electronic Media) called on the Ministry of Infor-
mation and Telecommunications at the end of February to extend the deadline
for project submissions. It was emphasized that nearly 84 million dinars (about
715,000 euros) from the budget had been allocated for the platform’s develop-
ment.The statement reads:

Almost two months after the start of applications for commission mem-
bersviathe platform, the identities of the candidates and the scores award-
ed to them by the Ministry of Information and Telecommunications based
on their submitted CVs are still unknown. This already affects the transpar-
ency of certainlocal competitions whose deadlines for commission member
applications have already expired. The implementation of a controversial
scoring policy in evaluating the submitted biographies, as well as changes
to the criteria during the application process, are not encouraging signs
and are inconsistent with the optimistic statements and lack of self-criti-
cism from the leadership of the Ministry of Information and Telecommuni-
cations.

The same demand was echoed by the Media Freedom Coalitionand UNS.Inan
open letter addressed to Dejan Risti¢, Minister of Information and Telecommu-
nications, the Media Freedom Coalition highlighted 15 key issues raised by dis-
satisfied journalists. Users faced difficulties ranging from media and organi-
zation registration, to commission member applications, to submitting project
proposals. >4

The Ministry of Information and Telecommunications extended the project
submissiondeadlinetoMarch17,and the deadline for commission member ap-

plications to March 3 of thisyear.
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IV SLAPP LAWSUITS TARGETING JOURNALISTS AND MEDIA

The Court of Appealsin Belgrade has upheld the ruling of the Higher Court,
by whichthe editor-in-chief of the investigative portal KRIK, Stevan Dojéinovié,
KRIK journalist Milica Vojinovi¢, and the publisher of KRIK have been ordered
to pay Bratislav Gasi¢, the Minister of Defense in the technical Government of
the Republic of Serbia (who, at the time the article was published, served as the
Director of the Security Information Agency - BIA), the amount of 70,000 di-
nars as compensation for non-material damage due to defamation and injury
toreputation.

The lawsuit was filed over a KRIK article reporting on the trial of the accused
Zoran Joti¢ Jotka and the so-called “Jotka Group.” During the trial, secretly
recorded wiretapped conversations between two individuals were played as
prosecution evidence.Inone of these conversations,one person says to the oth-
erthatJotkadoesnotneedtofearenemiesbecauseheisconnectedtopowerful
people:"Who would kill him? Well, Bratislav Gasi¢is feeding at histable.There's
no one who could kill him.” The journalist explained the well-known Serbian
phrase “feeding at someone’s table” as meaning that someone receives money
or financial support from another. Although neither the court nor the prosecu-
tor offered an “exact” interpretation of the expression, the court took the posi-
tionthatthe journalistsdid not actinaccordance withthe requiredlevel of jour-
nalisticdiligence.

The Court of Appeals stated that “the only permissible and lawful reporting
is that which exclusively cites the statements of trial participants” and conclud-
ed that journalists must exercise greater caution when reporting on public offi-
cials.The ruling also states that the position held by the plaintiff “amplifies the
negative impression that the average reader forms when reading the article,”
because the public expects him to display “exceptional moral and professional
competence.”

KRIK journalists have filed a constitutional complaint and a request for re-
view against the Court of Appeals ruling. In doing so, they pointed to relevant
decisions of the Supreme Court of Cassation in Belgrade and the European
Court of Human Rights, which interpret the standard of due journalistic dili-

genceinthe contextof publicinterest — something that must not be limited.
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The ruling of the Supreme Court of Cassation reads:

Therefore, in the conflict between two interests — the personal interest of
the plaintiffin protecting his reputation and honor, and the publicinterest
in learning the information stated in the article — the public interest pre-
vails,as correctly concluded by the court of secondinstance.[..] The plaintiff
claims that the article in question violated his constitutional right to digni-
ty.However, the plaintiff holds a public office, which requireshimtotolerate
criticism,regardless of whether he feels personally hurtby the expression of
critical opinion (Article 8 of the Law on Public Information and Media). [..]
The obligation of journalistic diligence is prescribed by law in order to en-
able publicinformation, nottorestrictit.Imposing an obligation onjournal-
ists to refrain from making statements that involve criticism of politicians
would inevitably have a chilling effect, discouraging them from fulfilling
their primary role as information gatherers and guardians of public inter-
est.[..] Insituations where freedom of expressionis used to expose potential
official misconduct, asis the case here, the publicinterest in accessing such
informationundoubtedly outweighsthe plaintiff'sinterestin protectinghis
honorand reputation|[..].5
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