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Abstract

The ruling elites and the media need each other for all sorts of reasons. While using
Serbia as a case study, this article is concerned with the behaviour of political and
economic power structures towards the media sector, as well as the decision of
numerous journalists to embrace self-censorship due to external and in- house
pressures. Consequently, I argue that it is not enough to blame different regimes
alone for the precarious status of the journalistic profession, but also journalists
themselves. By ignoring ethics and codes of conduct in the face of government
propaganda and highly problematic agendas, journalists have simultaneously
contributed to the erosion of their own profession. The article likewise suggests that
international state and non-state actors can only provide evaluations and
recommendations, but not the solution to the media crisis in Serbia and the
regime’s preference for authoritarian rule.

Who is censoring whom?

In the former Yugoslavia, the 1974 Constitution guaranteed “freedom of the press
and other media of information and public expression” and citizens had “the right to
express and publish their opinions through the media of information” (Article 167),
but it nevertheless insisted that “no one may use the freedoms and rights established
by the Constitution in order to disrupt the foundations of the socialist
self-management democratic order established by the Constitution”, specifying that
“the use of freedoms in a way contrary to the Constitution will entail a restriction or a
ban on their use” (Article 203) (Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 1974). What
this meant in reality was that the media were expected to demonstrate
“’ideological-political commitment’ to the system of socialist self-management, as
well as ‘moral and political eligibility’, . . . and acceptability to the political leadership”
(ARTICLE 19 1988). Later, once it became obvious that the era of President Josip
Broz Tito was drawing to a close (and eventually ended in 1980) and the republican
communist leaders became increasingly critical of each other and of the federal
structure of the Yugoslav state, the media also became critical as “astute journalists
were able to create space for genuinely independent work by exploiting new
divisions among the authorities” (Thompson 1999, 9). The new atmosphere
encouraged fresh tensions in connection with the state of the media and control over
the means of information: “By the mid-1980s, the Yugoslav media network was
significantly fragmented, decentralized, yet numerically impressive. In 1987,
Yugoslavia had 2,825 newspapers and 202 radio and TV stations. Hence, it was
virtually impossible to sanction all acts which were classified as ‘verbal crime’ under
the notorious Article 133 [of the Criminal Code] which criminalized acts of ‘hostile
propaganda’, but was also meant to curb nationalist discourse” (Spaskovska 2014).
In such a context, since the political leadership understood the chance of benefiting
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from their linkage with nationalist frictions, battles over the media arose “between
those who chose nationalism as their preferred political idiom and those who, for
reasons varying from an adherence to Yugoslavia and its civic connotations to
retaining political control, elected to follow the increasingly unpopular route of
resistance to nationalism” (Sofos 1998, 166).

With the outbreak of the Yugoslav crisis in the early 1990s, propaganda-focused
reporting gained enormous power as it managed to shape public opinion by selecting
which stories to disseminate. With this in mind, “[t]he media discourse was both an
indicator of and a contributor to the crisis, highlighting deep divisions that began to
open up, while at the same time helping redraw boundaries between ethnic groups in
conflict and establishing legitimacy for the actions of their respective political
leadership” (Jusić 2009, 21). The media approached the public through sensational
news or brief commentary, and often inventing enemies and victims proved to be
effective strategies for polarization. For example, the Serbian and Croatian parties
aimed at attracting the attention of the media in order to present each other as the
victim of the other side. Indeed, in Serbia and Croatia, the media were concerned
with their new leaders – the Serbian media glorified Slobodan Milošević as the “new
Tito”, while the Croatian media presented Franjo Tudjman as the “father of the
nation” – with each party being determined to spread a negative message about the
neighbours, inviting “propagandistic enforcement” of hatred (Kurspahić 2003,
25–26). So, in the new context, “Yugoslav patriotism was replaced with Serb or Croat
patriotism, Communist ideology with nationalist ideology, the old ruling party’s
dictates with the new ruling party’s dictates” (Kurspahić 2003, 86). In
decision-making processes, this means that any information the media disseminate
will certainly be taken into consideration: “While rhetoric is intended to manipulate
the audience, it may ‘strike back’ and influence the thinking and actions of the
speakers themselves” and, as a result, “[p]oliticians may become prisoners of the
images and perceptions they have conjured up, both directly, as these images
influence their own way of thinking, and indirectly, since politicians need the support
of their followers” (Kolsto 2009, 2). Therefore, while the media can empower
politicians to decide on and pursue a specific policy orientation, they can also ensure
greater checks and balances; understandably, such a contractual relationship
necessitates continuous compensation, since neither the ruling elite nor the media
can perform without each other.

Looking more closely at the case of Serbia, in 1987, Milošević, previously elected as
president of the Serbian branch of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia,
travelled to Kosovo to deliver a speech, outlining his call for the “defense of the
sacred rights of the Serbs” in the province (cited in Malcolm 1998, 346).
Simultaneously, the Serbian media engaged in producing material which talked
about “the victimization of Serbs in Yugoslavia and the danger faced by the Serbian
nation if the federation continued to ignore its plight” (Sofos 1998, 168). Later, with
the outbreak of fighting, accompanied by Slovenian and Croatian demands for
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independence and international recognition, a large majority of the Serbian media
embraced propagandistic reporting, with frequent accusations against Slovenian and
Croatian leaders for “political manoeuvring” and undermining the unity of the
Yugoslav state (TV Beograd 1991). The ever-increasing international pressure on
the Serbian leadership (especially when it turned out that many provocations and
violent acts had been undoubtedly orchestrated by President Milošević and
coordinated by his closest apparatchiks), led to even more propagandistic activity at
home, which involved continually denouncing the West as well as the democratic
opposition of being anti-Serbian. Even when regular protests against the regime
started to take place in late 1996, reporting about them was purely pejorative – for
example, thousands of protestors were presented as a handful of disappointed
hooligans and peaceful protests were intentionally described as acts of vandalism,
with real images hardly, if ever, reaching the public. In fact, the dominant sources of
information, including the news agency Tanjug, dailies Politika and Večernje novosti,
and broadcasting outlets Radio Beograd and Radio televizija Srbije (RTS), generally
tried to please the regime by deliberately refraining from offering an accurate picture
of the developments (Radosavljević 1997, 82).

In late 1998, the then political leadership adopted a new public information law. As a
result, newspapers were regularly fined or, even worse, closed, so that the public
would primarily gather information from the state-controlled media or other media
working in favour of the ruling elite. Looking at the reasons behind the draconian law,
the former Minister of Information Aleksandar Tijanić observed that the Serbian
authorities had become seriously insecure about their position and future moves;
more precisely, they were aware of the adverse effects of their nationalistic discourse
and economic mismanagement generating a state of perpetual fear and seemingly
never-ending crisis, meaning that the whole regime was confronted by a major test,
mainly locally, but also internationally (cited in Vrzić 1998). At this point, and in
contrast to the previous period, when the West paid much more attention to its own
dealings with the Milošević regime as such and, more relevantly, what it could
eventually gain by allowing it to stay in place, than to the regime’s detrimental
policies employed at home (Radeljić 2019a, 158–160), Brussels and Washington
representatives had finally decided that the time to oust Milošević had come and had
started to allocate substantial foreign aid to the democratic opposition, which
seemed to have become more united (Spoerri 2015, 55–120).

So, the 1998 law was supposed to protect and keep in power the malfunctioning
Serbian regime for as long as possible. In order to do so, a number of new articles
contained within it served as a warning with potentially destructive consequences.
For example, Article 27 stated that “[t]he public medium cannot in total or partially
transmit or retransmit with a delay radio and television broadcasts of a
political-propaganda nature in the Serbian language or languages of the national
minorities”, but without being specific as to what actually constituted political
propaganda (Republic of Serbia 1998). At this very point, reproducing what
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broadcasters such as the BBC, Radio Free Europe and Voice of America kept
reporting about the situation in Yugoslavia and the Milošević regime turned into an
exceedingly risky activity. Furthermore, Article 61 stressed that “[w]hen a public
medium issues untruthful information which violates the reputation or interest of a
legal or physical entity . . ., that entity has the right to sue with the jurisdictional court
for compensation of damages against the founder, publisher of the public medium,
the responsible editor and author of the information” (Republic of Serbia 1998). In
the case of a guilty verdict (which was highly likely), Article 73 clarified that “the
deadline for payment of fine cannot exceed 24 hours from the passing of the
decision”, and, in the case of failure to meet such a tight deadline, Article 74 allowed
for “compulsory payment” (Republic of Serbia 1998). Writing about the hugely
controversial law one year after its adoption, the Serbian liberal weekly Vreme, after
having listed numerous dailies, weeklies and radio stations that had been heavily
punished, insisted that the state was causing a serious breach of the very
constitution with a law based on which anyone could sue anybody for anything
(Kaljević 1999). But the state leadership could not care less about such criticism,
which was limited anyway; it was much more opportune to cover up the escalating
Kosovo crisis and forthcoming NATO intervention, and therefore anyone who dared
to contradict the official discourse ended up labelled a traitor or Western spy. In the
period 1991–2001, as reported by the Journalists’ Association of Serbia, as many as
39 journalists and media workers employed by different Serbian outlets were killed,
kidnapped, disappeared or lost their lives under unclear circumstances (cited in
Cenzolovka 2016). Still, neither this fact nor the 1998 information law seemed to be
powerful enough to bring the media sector closer to revisiting the very position of the
journalistic profession and the pernicious effects of polarization and ethical
demoralization vis-a-vis the everyday regime’s repression.

Following the overthrow of Milošević in October 2000, Serbia committed itself to
processes of democratization and Europeanization, as well as to the harmonization
of media laws with EU regulations. The new elite, which also included a number of
members of the previous regime (since no `lustration’ process had been put in
place), insisted that the period ahead represented a new chapter in Serbian history,
likely to bring reforms and improvements. In the media sphere, the fact that the 1998
information law was abolished in February 2001 and the country was officially in a
transition mode did not necessarily mean more media freedom and transparency,
since a good number of relevant outlets came to be owned by local tycoons and
businessmen. More precisely, while harmonization was taking place (primarily on
paper), practices within the media market were showing the opposite – democratic
debates were rarely hosted since the media space was heavily affected by different
non-transparent political and financial agendas (Milutinović 2017, 376). In a 2003
letter, a group of concerned editors-in-chief of Serbian media outlets, expressed their
disappointment with the government’s unwillingness to review media practices put in
place by the previous regime and to develop a strategy to regulate the highly
irregular market environment: “This raises the legitimate question of the degree to
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which Serbia has really rid itself of the heritage of an oppressive regime . . . Instead
they have opted for a compromise, a modest step forward from the practice of the
former regime rather than what had been expected from a democratic government ...
[E]ven these new laws are now being breached in order to secure a sympathetic
attitude to certain broadcasters . . . Not even the courts have shown a grasp of the
role and position of journalists and the media in society, even in cases where the
legislation provides mechanisms for not penalizing media and journalists who have
behaved in accordance with the highest standards of professional journalism” (B92
2003).

Indeed, in addition to acknowledging all sorts of challenges that accompanied the
process of post-Milošević transition, the Anti-Corruption Council (ACC), an advisory
body of the Serbian government established in 2001, also addressed the state of the
media and identified three fundamental problems within the sector – “lack of
transparency in media ownership; economic influence of state institutions on the
work of the media through different types of budget payments; [and] the problem of
RTS, which, instead of being a public service, has the role of the service of political
parties and ruling elites” (Anti-Corruption Council 2011). Alongside this set of
remarks, the council went on to conclude that “the media in Serbia have lost their
primary and important role to inform citizens about things important for their lives”
and, as a consequence, “there is no critical approach to the work of the state
authorities in most of the media, and it is impossible to find investigative journalistic
texts and contributions in the media, except in rare cases when it suits a part of a
party or business elite” (Anti-Corruption Council 2011). In such a context, the elites
continued to rely on the services of various propagandists who were available in
large numbers and already at their disposal, while at the same time trying to use
their political and economic power to influence non-compliant journalistic work
(Didanović 2009; Stevanović 2018). Again, no matter how good or advanced the
newly implemented information laws appeared to be, they were heavily ignored, with
pressures on the media remaining constant. As clarified elsewhere, while “the
majority of the media-related laws were passed thanks to the pressure of the
international community”, all other aspects, including media ethics and values “were
left in the hands of domestic experts” (Kisić and Slavija 2011, 164). Accordingly, the
tabloidization of the media sphere allowed for unaccountable reporting, random
accusations of opponents and fabrication of scandals against the opposition: “Such
journalism deftly curries favour with the general public, which was subjected to a
twenty-year long indoctrination with nationalism and fear of Europe and the West,
and which in the aftermath of recent wars is defeated and pauperized” (Kisić and
Slavija 2011, 165). As a consequence, citizens have remained victims of the
regime’s propaganda machine whose sole purpose is to secure yet another electoral
victory. On the other hand, many journalists, although fully aware of the precarious
status of their position even during the transition – such as the unclear legal status of
their profession, weak journalistic unions and employment rights, and most
meaningfully, low and irregular salary payments – have abandoned ethical principles
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and embraced self-censorship or pro-government bias rather than investigative
reporting as a result of purely existential reasons, severely affecting the professional
community and attractiveness of the profession (European Parliament 2014).

Looking back, it is since the late 2000s that the Serbian media sphere has actually
embarked upon further deterioration. In 2008, the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS)
was established by Tomislav Nikolić and Aleksandar Vučić, the former deputy
president and general secretary respectively of the ultra-nationalist Serbian Radical
Party, whose leader Vojislav Šešelj was on trial at the International Criminal Tribunal
for the former Yugoslavia, in The Hague. The former-Radicals-turned-Progressivists
wanted to distinguish themselves as much as possible from their previous affiliation
and therefore started to work towards an apparently new profile and, even more,
towards expected outcomes, evolving around military neutrality, greater social
justice, worldwide cooperation with Russia, China, India and other economic giants,
as well as Serbia’s accession to the European Union (B92 2008; SNS 2010).
Considering all these aspects, one study has identified the support for EU
membership as a vital feature of the Progressivists due to their “intention to detach
themselves from the anti-EU radical policy that they had promoted for almost two
decades” (Stojić 2011, 31). However, what is most relevant for the practice of
censorship and propagandistic reporting that would become even more explicit
across the Serbian media space, is to recall that Vučić was in charge of the Ministry
of Information in the late 1990s when Milošević was in power and the heavy-handed
information law adopted. As assessed elsewhere, back then, “[Vučić] was the
hatchet man for the media who defended the vast ethnic cleansing by paramilitary
police of more than 60% of the 90%-majority Albanians living in the Serbian province
of Kosovo” (Pond 2013, 7). In 2012, Nikolić became president of Serbia and, two
years later, Vučić progressed from being a deputy prime minister to prime minister. In
2017, Vučić replaced Nikolić as the new president, after crushing his opponents in
the first round by winning 55% of the vote. Given his dominance in the party and the
Progressivists’ majority in the parliament, this particular victory turned Vučić into the
strongest and most influential political figure in Serbia, which in the long run could
mean more authoritarianism (Radeljić 2019b).

Despite the growing volume of media-related concerns, the Anti-Corruption Agency
(ACA), an autonomous and independent body inaugurated in 2009, although being
in charge of evaluating a whole range of important issues, somehow did not tackle
the media question in its 2013 report (Anti-Corruption Agency 2013), which coincided
with the adoption of the National Anti-Corruption Strategy and the Action Plan for its
Implementation (2013–2018). However, in contrast to the ACA’s annual evaluation,
the accompanying shadow report (the existence of which was prescribed by the UN
Convention against Corruption) pointed out that the media in Serbia have been
captured by political parties and the owners of capital who, are assisted by public
relations agencies in leasing advertising space, blackmailing media owners and
eventually becoming “invisible” editors themselves. Moreover, journalists, while being
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unable to unite in a professional manner in order effectively to promote their rights
and interests, have largely contributed to the worsening situation (Gavrilović et al.
2013, 65). With regard to the ACA, since its perception of priorities had slightly
changed in the meantime, the media sector was allocated a proper place in its 2015
report. While relying on the findings collected by the ACC, which identified five
systemic problems – “non-transparency of media ownership; non-transparency of
financing, economic influence through budget, tax reliefs and other indirect forms of
public funding; problems in media privatization and uncertain status of public
services; censorship and self-censorship; [and] tabloidization” (Anti-Corruption
Council 2015) – the ACA stressed that “the majority of the media do not serve the
function of increasing the information level of citizens”, and went on reiterating the
examples listed in the report which illustrate “the public perception that the control
role has reversed, so instead of having media control of the Government, the
Government controls the media” (Anti-Corruption Agency 2015, 195). Furthermore,
the agency expressed concerns some shows had been cancelled or removed from
the programme, because of their authors’ determination to expose wrongdoings of
members of the ruling elite, which clearly represented an act of censorship
(Anti-Corruption Agency 2015, 201).

Such an approach, as highlighted by the successive shadow report, reflected the
systemic problems of the Serbian media, which was steadily moving away from
pluralism, critical thinking and alternative opinions (Matić et al. 2016, 56). For
example, in 2014, a long-running critical talk show “Impression of the Week” was
removed from the TV channel B92. According to the host Olja Bećković, this was a
prime example of “political interference involving Serbian Prime Minister Aleksandar
Vučić”; as she told Human Rights Watch, “Vučić would regularly contact the station
manager after upcoming guests were announced to express his unhappiness with
the choice of guests. The manager relayed to Bećković that the prime minister had
said he had contacted the station’s owner and threatened to cut all links to the show”
(cited in Human Rights Watch 2015). In this case, Prime Minister Vučić positioned
himself as a chief censor, sending a message that disobedience would not go
unpunished, which in return transformed a particular business owner or TV station
into a censee who would subsequently be expected to perform the role of a censor
vis-a-vis the audience (a new censee). In the same period, a reputable web portal
Peščanik (Hourglass) was subject to various cyber-attacks, especially after the
publication of an article outlining that the Serbian Minister of the Interior Nebojša
Stefanović had plagiarized his doctoral dissertation at Megatrend University
(Peščanik 2014). As explained by the editor in chief Svetlana Lukić, “[f]ive or six
hours after we published the article, our website crashed. Our web administrator
identified the attack as being launched from the Megatrend server. For the next two
or three days, the website went on and off” (cited in Human Rights Watch 2015). So,
overall, in the period between January and August 2014, the Serbian media scene
witnessed “28 cases of physical attacks, threats, and other types of intimidation
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against journalists, including five physical assaults and three death threats” (Human
Rights Watch 2015).

By the 2014 parliamentary election, viable opposition in Serbia had vanished, with
political pluralism being seriously endangered, and since then the dominant outlets
have unquestionably favoured Aleksandar Vučić’s actions and reactions at home and
abroad. The long-anticipated media laws then adopted (the Law on Public
Information and Media, the Law on Electronic Media, and the Law on Public Service
Broadcasters) did not have a major impact on the malfunctioning media sector,
permitting the continuation of censorship and different pressures, political and
economic alike. Taking into account that the state was failing to tackle the problem of
media ownership, different observers rightly questioned whether the new laws would
bring genuine improvements: “This raises questions as to whether the entire media
reform is conducted only for the sake of ticking certain boxes imposed by Brussels
on Serbia’s EU path . . . Poorly done so far, with no proper checks of new media
owners and designed mechanisms for overseeing their future activities, the media
privatization has also put media integrity in danger. Furthermore, the public interest
is also at stake. Instead of having it secured and guaranteed through the
co-financing of media programmes in the public interest, the general public turned
out to be the final victim” (Barlovac 2015, 12–13). As a matter of fact, the larger the
number of journalists and talk show hosts who agree to obey tight controls, the larger
the size of the public subjected to an aggressive tabloidization of television content,
and the smaller the space for the opposition. For example, in early 2015, Vučić
confirmed his ambition to be the chief censor; this time around, he attacked the
Balkan Investigative Reporting Network by calling their reporters “liars” who were
financed by Michael Davenport, the Head of the EU delegation in Serbia, to attack
the Serbian government (Balkan Insight 2015). Not surprisingly, the majority of
media outlets remained silent, whereas some hardcore pro-government tabloids
decided to attack the original source further – an approach indicating that the
disproportionately divided media are very much responsible for the problem
(Knežević 2015, 55). According to one analysis of the precarious situation of
journalists in Serbia, “crisis has become a chronic state in the profession. A majority
of journalists believe that the unfavourable economic position of journalists will
continue to be the main characteristic of the profession in the near future and that it
is the key factor that prevents efficient resistance to the instrumentalization of the
media” (cited in Matić 2016, 3). In fact, Vučić has capitalized on his previous
experience to suffocate the sources of information by controlling their funding; more
precisely, some of the most powerful advertising agencies are in the hands of
tycoons who, in order to demonstrate their loyalty to Vučić and thus preserve their
place in the market, purchase advertising space from pro-government media outlets
and not from those that criticize the regime (Eror 2018).

Looking more closely at media performance during the 2016 election campaign,
there was no record of a debate between government and opposition; prominent
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journalists were fired for reporting about government failures (Autonomija 2016;
FoNet 2016; Hadrović 2017; Petrović 2016). For example, the Crime and Corruption
Reporting Network’s journalist, Stevan Dojčinović, who was investigating the
property of public officials including Vučić, was attacked by a pro-government tabloid
with Vučić’s aides labelling him “a foreign spy” and “conspirator” who works for “the
Western forces” (Informer 2016a, 2016b). Equally alarming was the context
surrounding the 2017 presidential election, when the Serbian Progressive Party
purchased cover pages on almost all daily newspapers to promote its candidate –
Vučić (Nenadović 2017). In addition, he had “ten times more airtime on national
broadcasters than all other candidates combined” (Reporters without Borders 2017).
As rightly concluded by the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human
Rights, “Mr. Vučić dominated the campaign with a massive use of posters, billboards,
media advertising and mass gatherings throughout the country” and there were
“reports of pressure on employees of state and state-affiliated institutions to support
Mr. Vučić and secure, in a cascade fashion, support from subordinate employees,
family members, and friends” – a concern which prompted the OSCE to recommend
that “[c]ases of alleged coercion need to be thoroughly investigated and individuals
responsible held accountable” (OSCE 2017). Moreover, in addition to the backing
obtained from the traditional media, by and large glorifying his policy preferences,
Vučić has also benefited from the emergence and popularity of social media, with
cyber troops coming to occupy an influential role in manipulating public opinion. A
recent Oxford University study has explored strategies, tools and techniques of
media manipulation, and concluded that such troops – government based or hired by
governments and political parties (private contractors, volunteer groups or paid
citizens) – represent an organized phenomenon, used to comment on social media
posts or to participate in different online platforms, spreading propaganda against a
particular individual or opposition group (Bradshaw and Howard 2017). In Serbia, as
described by a former troll, “[t]here are contingents of trolls across several cities, in
hidden offices. The work is done in shifts, and there are supervisors who monitor
everything. And there’s money. ‘Officially, we were all employed as civil servants in
public administrations’, she said. Pay rates start at 370 euros – the average monthly
income in this relatively poor Balkan country. ‘For me, trolling was a means of
survival. I couldn’t find a proper job; it was my only source of income’” (cited in
Rujević 2017).

Disappointed with the ongoing usurping of the media space, more than a hundred
Serbian news outlets took part in a late 2017 collective blackout in defence of free
speech, covering web pages with the following statement: THIS IS WHAT IT LOOKS
LIKE WHEN THERE IS NO FREE MEDIA. Simultaneously, Freedom House (2017)
observed that the Constitution and media laws, both guaranteeing freedom of media,
are not respected; in practice, “self-censorship is widespread”, both because of
“harassment that often follows critical or investigative reporting”, and “economic
pressures, such as the risk of losing advertising contracts in connection with such
reports”. In fact, the economic fear is better understood if we consider that the salary
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of journalists in Serbia is below the national average (below 450 euros) and, on top
of this, the legal status of the journalistic profession, including labour and
professional rights, is still unclear (Vukasović 2017, 7). More recently, the Media
Sustainability Index (2018) described the year 2017 “the worst in recent memory for
Serbia’s media”; while it has accepted European laws as a matter of EU membership
negotiations, the reality is completely different, dominated by a deteriorating quality
of journalism, by self-censorship and by the erosion of freedom of speech, with more
than 350 court cases filed against journalists in a single year. So, two decades later,
it can be argued that there is no major difference between the previous Milošević
regime and the current Vučić regime with regard to their position (as censors)
towards the media (censees) and then the position of the pro-government media (as
new censors) towards the audience (censees). Paradoxically, the former regime
comes across as more transparent and predictable, since its policies reflected a
particular set of information laws. For the authoritarian Vučić regime, the adoption of
European standards has served as a pure mask, intended in part to please the West
and, more specifically, the Brussels administration, so that accession talks could go
ahead, and also to convince domestic audiences that his radical past plays no role
anymore. However, as I have pointed out, the rapid capture of the Serbian media
has also meant a speedy unmasking and, even more problematically, a delayed
transformation and Europeanization of an impoverished Serbia.

Who is in charge of improvements?

Since the collapse of the Yugoslav federation, different external actors (state and
nonstate alike) have assessed the situation across the Serbian media sector and
recommended improvements. For example, following the establishment of the
Serbian Progressive Party and its increasingly obvious dominance aimed at fully
fledged state capture, the European Commission assessed that “[p]olitical
interference In the work of media has continued” and “[b]reaches of the rules on
protection of privacy and ethics by some sections of the media continued” (European
Commission 2009, 15). Later on, while praising the Serbian Anti-Corruption Council
for its efforts to “raise public awareness of high-profile cases of corruption, mostly in
the media and in public events”, the Brussels administration made clear that they
were also aware of a number of key individuals employing political and economic
pressure to influence the media through the allocation of advertising space, which
unavoidably led to even greater self-censorship (European Commission 2011, 25). In
2013, the EU authorities went a step further in illustrating the problem: “Reports of
orchestrated media campaigns in certain tabloids against the opposition, coalition
partners or independent bodies, detailing investigations or announcing arrests,
based on anonymous or leaked sources from the police investigation or prosecution,
raise concerns” (European Commission 2013, 10). This was especially alarming due
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to “the lack of transparency in media ownership”, but also due to the fact that “no
progress was made in the implementation of the media strategy [Strategy for the
Development of the Media Sector]”, adopted in 2011 to support editorial
independence as well as to provide basis for legislative alterations respecting the
regulation of media market (European Commission 2013, 10).

Aware of the mounting issues and in order to assist further democratization of the
Western Balkan region, the European Commission’s Directorate-General for
Enlargement of the EU produced Guidelines for EU Support to Media Freedom and
Media Integrity in Enlargement Countries, 2014–2020. While insisting that “[f]ree
media come as the principal precondition for freedom of expression” and
acknowledging that the 2008 financial crisis had affected the economic stability of
the media in the region in the way that it “acted as a catalyst to bring to the surface
diverse mechanisms used to exercise formal and informal pressure against critical
media by political and business circles”, the guidelines identified three areas,
altogether crucial in the context of the Copenhagen criteria, established to assess
aspiring countries’ progress towards EU membership (European Commission
2014a). The first area advocated the provision of a better media environment in
order to guarantee freedom of expression, since the financial crisis “has expanded
clientelism and politicization in media” allowing politicians to use the state power –
the judiciary – against critical journalism. The second area focused on the need for
greater responsibility of media outlets, due to “a real risk that editorial policies and
professional ethics could be compromised for the sake of obtaining public or
commercial funding”. Finally, the guidelines aimed to promote cooperation among
professional organizations defending the rights of journalists, whose absence “has
led to a situation of widespread self-censorship due to the exposure of journalists to
their superiors – media owners and editors”. With all this in mind, the Commission
decided to offer “a combination of political and financial support”, but, very
importantly, underscored that “the journalists themselves need to be the key driver of
the expected change regarding media freedom” (European Commission 2014a).

By the 2014 snap election, viable opposition in Serbia had disappeared. Although
numerous officials across the EU welcomed Prime Minister Vučić as someone truly
new who could be trusted (Radeljić 2017, 137–138), the European Commission’s
annual evaluation of the election process sided with the OSCE findings, according to
which, “media reporting was insufficiently analytical and was influenced by the
political parties in power, including through public funding, which led to widespread
media self-censorship” (cited in European Commission 2014b, 7). In the
Commission’s own view, the state of freedom of expression had become seriously
eroded, which, when combined with the lack of transparency with regard to media
ownership and sources of media advertising, generated an even greater
self-censorship (European Commission 2014b, 13, 2015, 18–19). Alarmed by the
trend, the European Parliament’s Subcommittee on Human Rights also requested a
comprehensive study on media freedom in the Western Balkans. Accordingly, in the
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case of Serbia, the authors observed that the media market is underdeveloped and
that journalists, while working in rather hostile conditions (long hours, low and
irregular payments and a lack of legal protection), are exposed to continuous threats,
pressures or even attacks, with non-stop police protection required for some
journalists (European Parliament 2014, 25–26; European Commission 2016).
Equally discouraging is the fact that many attacks against “non-compliant” journalists
are never fully investigated, mostly because of slow and obstructed judicial
procedures; in fact, as reported by the Council of Europe’s anti-corruption monitoring
body the Group of States against Corruption (GRECO), “both politicians and the
[pro-government] media exert significant pressure on the judiciary – including with
regard to individual cases – resulting in fear and lack of self-confidence on the part of
judges and prosecutors” (GRECO 2015). Such a dual role for the pro-government
media – to discredit both their noncompliant colleagues and the civil servants of
different state institutions willing to abide by the rule of law (in this case, the Ministry
of Justice) – is also an indication of the extent to which the Vučić regime has become
so fearless. While the extreme amount of bias permeating the 2017 presidential
campaign (with the media tolerating hate speech against anyone from the
opposition) served the regime’s thirst for further consolidation, it also exposed
Serbia’s incapacity to democratize and embrace European values.

Whenever criticized for the poor state of the media and the status of the journalistic
profession, the Vučić regime would instantly react by insisting that there is no
censorship in Serbia (Knežević 2016). Given that this is the official view, it is
absolutely clear that there is not much the European Union can do to ensure that the
Serbian head of state, relevant ministries (mainly of the interior and justice affairs),
and pro-government non-state actors will revise their treatment of the media.
Altogether, they will try to maintain the status quo (including attacks and intimidation,
as well as the abuse of law and obstruction of police investigations) for as long as
such a status is a guarantee of power and influence, political and economic. In one
of its policy reports, Human Rights Watch (2015), somewhat over-optimistically,
suggested that the Brussels administration should make freedom of the press a key
prerequisite for Serbia’s EU accession (and for that matter, that of all the Western
Balkan states) and should exploit every favourable circumstance to remind the
responsible authorities of the rights of journalists and the detrimental effects of
assaults against them, especially when perpetrators are not brought to justice – a
task, as recommended, to be further sustained and promoted by close associates
such as OSCE and the Council of Europe. However, in the EU, as spotted by one
analysis, “the [Serbian] government’s attacks on the free media seem to have had a
negligible effect on Vučić’s standing in Brussels as a leader who can deliver on
promises . . . The EU’s main concern in the region is to conclude the on-going,
EU-brokered talks between Belgrade and Pristina . . . Regional stability is the top
priority of both the EU and the United States, at a time when fears of violent
extremism are shaping the policy agenda in Washington and Brussels” (Vogel 2015).
Put differently, for as long as the Vučić regime continues to cooperate or, at least,
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leave an impression of an intention to cooperate, the quality of political pluralism,
state institutions and media reporting, amid others, can rest with the very regime
being regulated. By sticking to such a risky strategy, the EU has contributed to
semi-authoritarian practices in the Western Balkans, and whatever the level of
support for the EU in the region, its involvement has revealed hypocrisy towards the
EU’s core principles and values such as the rule of law and human rights (Radeljić
2019a, 174). Still, should regime change become a priority, the Brussels
administration would be likely to start employing pressure on the ruling elite, labelling
its domestic policies as unacceptable and in stark contrast with the EU’s agenda. At
this point, the regime’s behaviour would suddenly become highly problematic and
the West could claim the need to come up with a new approach so to allow Serbia
genuinely to pursue processes of democratization and Europeanization. At this point,
the state of media affairs would surely rank high on the policy agenda, which
nevertheless would not necessarily lead to more unity between journalists and to
less self-censorship.

Conclusion

In this article, I have examined the turbulent relationship between elites and the
media, with a particular emphasis on post-Milošević Serbia, which leaves us with a
number of insightful thoughts when considering its transition and future accession
to the EU. First, the respective regimes have abused their political and financial
power to influence the media, and the more the regimes managed to consolidate
themselves, the bigger their impact has been. As observed by Dunja Mijatović,
OSCE Representative on Freedom of the Media, the degradation of media freedom
has steadily progressed since the 1990s Yugoslav conflicts, reaching its climax
under the Vučić regime (cited in Knežević 2015, 55). Second, many journalists, as
a result of having to cope with different challenges, including job insecurity, editorial
pressures and miserable salaries, have embraced a pro- government bias and
self-censorship, seeing them as necessary in improving their own status. While the
elites and media owners have performed the role of censors, journalists and
audiences have largely served as censees. Third, self-censorship has undoubtedly
provided more space for tabloidization, a drop in quality or even fabrication of
information, altogether ridiculing journalism ethics and any code of conduct. Finally,
with the above in mind, expecting external actors to take the lead in resolving the
media situation in Serbia is, to say the least, premature. For example, different EU
institutions and the Council of Europe (primarily through its platform to promote the
protection of journalism and safety of journalists) have done a great deal by
producing thorough analyses and recommendations, calling for greater
transparency and accountability of the government’s modus operandi, media
ownership and allocation of advertising space, as well as for the protection of
journalists and the prosecution and condemnation of attacks against them.
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In 2018 alone, there were more than a hundred cases where attacks against
journalists were reported, clearly suggesting that the situation in Serbia continued to
deteriorate (Simić 2019). In fact, the 2019 Serbia progress report stated that
pressures on and intimidation of journalists had increased, seeing political and
economic influence in the media sector as alarming: “Journalists have little job
security and the editorial environment, which favours ‘tabloidism’, is not conducive
to improving journalistic standards” (European Commission 2019). Similarly, Human
Rights Watch underlined that Serbian journalists and the profession as a whole
were in a rather difficult situation, where “[p]ro- government media outlets frequently
smear independent outlets and journalists, describing them as ‘traitors’ and ‘foreign
mercenaries’” (Human Rights Watch 2020). In response, while aware of the
remarkable benefits gauged by its direct involvement in the media sector as well as
the stark polarization and corruptibility of the media scene, the Serbian government
has labelled external assessments as biased and extended its policy of ignoring
media-related problems (N1 2019). This, in addition to other sets of problematic
policies (adopted in areas covering privatization and the market economy, diversity
and minority rights, higher education, etc.), has resulted in stagnation and delays of
any substantial progress, and encouraged numerous questions as to whether
Serbia’s future prospects are more likely to lie within an authoritarian than a
democratic realm.
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