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S E R B I A

Serbia continues to be challenged by its high-unemployment rate, the 
insufficient quality of health services and the education system, and its 
difficulties effectively integrating its Roma population and other minorities. 
These challenges have been described by the European Institutions in great 
detail and their findings are supported by the findings of the SOLIDAR EU 
Strategy Group in Serbia. Nevertheless, the government continues to make 
little progress on all these fronts. In particular, our Strategy Group reports that 
little effort is being made by the government to engage with the growing civil 
society sector, and break through the current stalemate in the tripartite social 
dialogue.
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Serbia continues to be challenged by its high-
unemployment rate, the insufficient quality of health 
services and the education system, and its difficulties 
effectively integrating its Roma population and other 
minorities. These challenges have been described 
by the European Institutions in great detail and their 
findings are supported by the findings of the SOLIDAR 
EU Strategy Group in Serbia. Nevertheless, the 
government continues to make little progress on all 
these fronts. In particular, our Strategy Group reports 
that little effort is being made by the government to 
engage with the growing civil society sector, and break 
through the current stalemate in the tripartite social 
dialogue.

The Most Urgent Issues to be Tackled
1. The high unemployment rate, particularly youth 

unemployment; also a high number of long term 
unemployed

2. Insufficient access to health services and a 
troublesome pension fund deficit

3. The quality and the efficiency of the education 
system require improvement

4. Inconsistent application of the legal framework on 
social exclusion and discrimination

5. The involvement of civil society is weak, and the 
tripartite social dialogue (with the state, employers 
and trade unions) has come to a stalemate

Recommendations for Upward Social Convergence
1. Improve the capacity of public institutions to 

develop and implement active labour market 
policies, including an increase in public spending

2. Regulatory stability in the healthcare sector, and 
necessary amendments to the pension system

3. Invest in the capacity of young people to 
effectively participate in a range of EU educational 
programmes

4. Step up the implementation efforts on anti-
discrimination laws and measures to benefit the 
Roma population and other minorities

5.  The government needs to step up its efforts to 

engage with the growing civil society sector and 
break through the stalemate in the tripartite social 
dialogue 

- - -
S E R B I A 
-

FIGHTING UNEMPLOYMENT
The European Commission (‘the Commission’) has 
reported that Serbia has made little progress in the 
area of social policy and employment, highlighting 
that ‘[f ]urther efforts are needed to address labour 
market segmentation and to ensure alignment with 
the acquis.’1 The unemployment rate remains high 
(20% in June 2014), particularly among young people 
(53% in June 2014). There is a high number of long 
term unemployed (more than three quarters of the 
total number). Despite this state of play, it is reported 
that Serbia has yet to improve its administrative 
capacity to develop and implement active labour 
market policies and ramp up its grossly insufficient 
public spending in the sector (0.1% GDP in 2014).

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Serbia agrees 
that little progress is being made in the fight against 
unemployment, pointing out that the government’s 
strategic focus in the field of reducing unemployment 
and joblessness is not sufficiently linked to the needs 
of the hard-hit local economy that is still suffering 
from the crisis and other negative trends. Our Strategy 
Group reports that a National Employment Action Plan 
for 2015 was adopted by the Serbian Government 
in September 2014, which is focused on youth 
unemployment, workers with low qualifications, and 
workers made redundant after restructuring.
One of the biggest challenges for an effective 
implementation of the Action Plan is expected to 

1 European Commission (2014). Serbia 2014 Progress Re-
port, SWD (2014) 302 final, 8 October 2014, p. 38. Retrieved 14 Sep-
tember 2015, from http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_docu-
ments/2014/20140108-serbia-progress-report_en.pdf.
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1. A recovery led by investment, exports and job 
creation, together with higher levels of personal 
spending. 

2. Growing the SME sector to offer new work 
opportunities. 

3. Increasing foreign direct investment (during the 
2000s this generated new employment). 

4. Scope to use Public-Private Partnerships to invest 
in infrastructure and service delivery. 

5. Scope to increase social dialogue through the 
development of Social Economic Councils and 
local employment councils. 

6. Measures to enhance productivity and 
competitiveness in the Serbian economy. 

7. Where possible, the government should 
encourage high resilience and adaptability to 
economic fluctuations among the citizenship.

Furthermore, upcoming amendments to the Labour 
Law designed to promote greater labour market 
flexibility in line with EU trends will also help create 
jobs. 

IMPROVING ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE AND QUALITY 
SOCIAL SERVICES FOR ALL
The Commission reported that some progress has 
been made on consumer and health protection in 
Serbia, although it stresses that ‘[t]he overall financial 
sustainability of the public health system needs to 
be strengthened.’3 In addition, in the field of social 
protection, it is reported that the pension fund deficit 
remains a stark challenge for the public budget.

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Serbia adds 
that access to healthcare is insufficient, for which 
it predominantly blames the poor implementation 
of existing laws. While the Commission favourably 
reports that the Law on Healthcare and the Law on 
Health Insurance were amended in July 2014, our 
Strategy Group points out that it is precisely the 
regular changes to the regulatory framework that are 

3 Ibid., p. 60.

be the high inflow of unemployed people after 
the completion of the privatisation process, the 
restructuring of state-owned enterprises and the 
reform of the public sector. The consequences of 
the Law on Privatisation (adopted in August 2014, 
it foresees completion of the privatisation process 
in 31 December 2015) will be beyond any previous 
projections in terms of the high inflow of unemployed, 
which will require necessary additional allocations for 
active and passive employment measures.  

On the other hand, the lack of connection and absence 
of harmonisation between the labour market and 
the education system is a problem that has been 
identified in numerous expert analyses but, given the 
current situation in Serbia, it is obvious that all serious 
attempts to solve this problem passed without any 
significant results. Knowledge and adequate skills are 
necessary for creating a knowledge society, increased 
productivity and competitiveness. Technical education 
is a prerequisite for sustainable and long term effects 
of the active employment measures envisaged by the 
Action Plan. 

In the context of the integration of social welfare 
claimants into the labour market, there is a new 
measure in the Action Plan which provides twelve 
months subsidy for part of their income, amounting 
to 10,000.00 RSD per month. Employers (from the 
private sector) are obliged to retain the employee in 
employment 12 months after the completion of the 
subsidised period. 

However, organised institutional support is needed, 
because the incentives for labour supply can be 
exhausted if there are not enough strong incentives on 
the demand side – which is a realistic scenario in the 
current political, economic and financial state of affairs.

Our Serbian Strategy group proposes the following 
measures2, which it feels are needed to improve the 
high unemployment rate:
2 Sector Planning Document - Human Resource And Social 
Development, July 2015 (working document)
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(2015-2025) that seeks to make these investments a 
reality in line with the EU Strategy for Youth.

FIGHTING DISCRIMINATION AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION
The Commission summarised with the words ‘[t]he 
legal framework for the protection of minorities is 
broadly in place but its consistent implementation 
across the country needs to be ensured […].’7 Indeed, 
measures against discrimination and social exclusion 
in Serbian society need to be stepped up. It is reported 
that the Roma, refugees, displaced persons, and 
people with a disability all face serious obstacles and 
challenges in their daily life, in particular with regard 
to employment, education, and the availability of 
community-based services.

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Serbia agrees 
that minorities are all too often the victim of social 
exclusion and discrimination in the country. These 
problems are currently exacerbated by Serbia’s role 
as one of the most frequently used transit routes for 
migrants and refugees who want to reach the EU 
Member States, leading to a considerable migration 
pressure in the country.

For the Roma, our Serbian Strategy Group feels that 
positive steps forward have recently been taken, 
but they need to be stepped up, particularly when it 
comes to access to services, housing, and education. 
In this regard, a new government strategy is being 
prepared and is due for adoption by the end of 
2015. The strategy will cover the most relevant 
fields of Roma inclusion measures, in line with EU 
recommendations: issuing personal documents/
registration, comprehensive anti-discrimination 
measures, compliance with international standards 
on forced evictions, equal access to health care and 
social protection, equal access to education, equal 
access to labour market and improvement of housing 
conditions.

For people with disabilities, our Serbian Strategy 
Group reports that many reforms are needed in this 
7 Ibid., p. 3.

hindering a proper implementation. Ultimately, this is 
damaging the access to, and quality of, health services 
more than it is improving them.

On the pension fund deficit, our Serbian Strategy 
Group reports that Dusan Vujovic, Minister of Finance, 
has started a public debate by saying that the 
introduction of mandatory contribution payments 
on the personal account of employees could help to 
stabilise the overall pension system.4 This has created a 
debate on the balance between and use of public and 
private funds to ensure the resilience of the Serbian 
pension system. In addition, it is reported that changes 
to the Law on Pension and Disability Insurance were 
adopted in July 2014, particularly amending the 
pension calculation and retirement rules of Serbian 
men and women.

PROMOTING ACCESS TO AND PARTICIPATION IN 
LIFELONG LEARNING
The Commission reported that ‘[l]little progress 
was made in the area of education and culture 
and significant efforts are needed to improve the 
quality and efficiency of the education system.’5 
Nevertheless, it also reported that ‘[…] Serbia 
continued to participate successfully in the Tempus, 
Erasmus Mundus, and Youth in Action, as well as 
in the centralised actions of the Lifelong Learning 
Programme until 2013.’6

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Serbia states 
that although the country participates in many EU 
programmes successfully, many changes and efforts 
are crucial in order to improve its educational system. 
In particular, the capacity of Serbian participants to 
effectively partake in these novel programmes could 
be greatly improved with targeted investments by 
the government. In this regard, our Strategy Group 
highlights the newly adopted National Youth Strategy 

4 Article in Serbian daily newspaper Politika, May 15, 2015, 
available at the site 
http://www.politika.rs/rubrike/Ekonomija/Licne-uplate-ne-bi-povecale-
penzije.lt.html (accessed on October 2, 2015)
5 Ibid., p. 57
6 Ibid., p. 56.



S E R B I A S O C I A L  P R O G R E S S  WATC H  2015

TO G E T H E R  F O R  S O C I A L  E U R O P E CO U N T R Y  S T U DY N O V E M B E R  2015

Country Study 5

field and people with disabilities in Serbia are not able 
to reach complete social inclusion with the existing 
spectre of limited social services in the country. The 
system of social services for people with disabilities 
in Serbia is still mostly unitary, which has a negative 
impact to the relatively limited number of services at 
the local level.

DEMOCRACY AND CIVIL SOCIETY DIALOGUE
Given the continued growth and key importance of 
civil society sector in Serbia, it is noteworthy that the 
Commission has recommended that the ‘[i]nvolvement 
of the parliament and other stakeholders, including 
the civil society, needs to be strengthened’8 (emphasis 
added). This also includes the social partners, as 
the Commission reports that the ‘[t]ripartite social 
dialogue has been at a stalemate since autumn 2013 
with the representative trade unions withdrawing 
from the Working Group on the Labour Law.’9

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Serbia agrees 
that non-governmental organisations (NGO) have a 
crucial role to play in the further realisation of changes 
and reforms in the country. Serbia has more than 
200 registered NGOs dealing with environmental 
issues. They are part of a bigger community of more 
than 20,000 civic organisations and associations 
that operate in Serbia. While working to solve their 
local environmental problems in Serbia, they work 
together with domestic and foreign NGOs (based in 
other countries in the region) and with EU agencies, 
mostly cooperating on project implementation and 
campaigning, and less on lobbying and fundraising. 
However, our Serbian Strategy Group reports that 
the cooperation between government institutions 
and civil society organisations was weakened when, 
following the resignation of Ivana Cirkovic, there was 
temporarily no head of the Government Office for 
Cooperation with Civil Society.

8 Ibid., p. 9.
9 Ibid., p. 36.
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