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Tvana Lailovié'

Political Economy, Authoritarianism and Bottom-up
Resistance: Reflections on Serbian Students’ Protests

Abstract

This short essay attempts to make sense of the year-long student led protests in Serbia.
For the past year, students have been protesting in support of the rule of law, against
state capture and corruption, mobilising a broad coalition bridging class, urban/ rural
and religious divides. In the process, students have emerged as the main political actors,
organising a bottom-up, grassroots democratic resistance to the authoritarian regime
and its political economy, and providing transformative practices and guiding principles
for a more democratic, just distribution of power and resources. The essay engages with
the political economy of these protests—all the material, political and economic condi-
tions—that shaped them, and their meanings. It offers reflections on their features and
strengths; the reactions of domestic institutions, which for the most part have resorted
to intimidation and police violence; and the evolution of the EU’s position, which, from
providing a relative support to the regime, is increasingly pointing out its dysfunctions.
Finally, it describes the political economy of authoritarianism that students are resist-
ing, in which domestic laws are bypassed and breached, considerable power is given to
corporate interests, and corruption, state capture and ensuing inequalities are high. Ata
time when democratic values are eroding in the Global North, and power concentration
and inequalities are rising, the student led movement offers a glimmer of hope and,
perhaps, valuable lessons.

Key words

Serbia, rule of law, the political economy of authoritarianism, European Union, state
capture, social movements.
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1. Introduction

Throughout the EU, democratic practices and processes are in crisis. From far-right
parties taking power and going mainstream across Europe, to growing challenges to me-
dia freedom and pluralism, the criminalisation of peaceful protests and civil disobedien-
ce, and attacks on the independence of the judiciary—just to name a few'—democracies
are being seriously eroded. All of this is occurring in a context of growing apathy and a
sense of powerlessness among EU citizens, who increasingly mistrust institutions.”

The democratic backsliding that academic, media and EU observers have worried
about for years in Hungary and Poland is now taking root in other European countries,
as far-right parties and their agendas are taking centre stage.’ In this grim context, a
bottom-up, democratic and largely peaceful movement has been blooming for almost a
year in the EU’s periphery. With very limited attention or interest from the media and
the EU, university students in Serbia have created a nationwide movement that signifi-
cantly challenges the authoritarian regime.

This short text attempts to piece together what has been happening in the country,
mostly away from the spotlight, over a year of student-led protests. The aim is to surface
the material structures and constraints—the political economy—under which the big-
gest social movement in modern Serbian history is operating, and to describe the broader
authoritarian economic structure it is resisting. *

For the past year, university scudents have led massive peaceful protests to denounce
corruption, demand justice and insist on respect for the rule of law after the collap-
se of part of the newly renovated train station killed 16 people in Novi Sad, Serbia’s
second-largest city.” Students have demanded that the competent institutions publish
all documents and contracts related to the renovation of the station, and that those re-
sponsible for the accident, as well as for the attacks on students during peaceful protests,
be held accountable.

! See Liberties Rule of Law Report, 2024.

2 Mascherini, 2024.

3 Demias-Morisset & Bal, 2024; Chastand, 2025; Hivert, 2024.

Because there are no ‘views from nowhere’ here is a full disclosure about my own positionality: I
have participated in many protests supporting the students’ demands. Partly because I was trying to
understand better what was happening on the ground, partly because as someone who has grown
up in Serbia and France, whose family immigrated from Serbia after fighting against nationalist
politics in the 1990s—and paid a high price for speaking up—and I now teach EU law in the
Netherlands, I deeply believe that fighting against arbitrary rule, corruption, violence, and for
human rights—the bare minimum sometimes captured under the “rule of law” umbrella, is what
is demanded of all of us who believe in these values (however flawed and imperfect these concepts
and their implementation on the ground may be) at a time when they are globally threatened.

5> Blackburn, 2025.
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Through silent 16-minute protests every day at 11:52 am (the time when the accident
in Novi Sad happened) commemorating the victims; witty posters (difficult to translate
propertly, given the humour); university blockades; actions such as the symbolic delivery
of hundreds of letters to the Prosecutor to start criminal proceedings; protests in front of
the Serbian Constitutional Court and the public television station; and the blocking of
main roads and crossroads, students are using a range of non-violent actions to demand
systemic economic and social changes, engaging various actors and sectors across Serbian
society. They have also reached out to international organisations: students cycled to
Strasbourg,® ran to Brussels, and met Members of the European Parliament, electrifying
the diaspora on their way.

These protests, while new in their format, follow a series of important mobilisations
over the past year, starting with protests against the alleged electoral fraud in December
20247 and against lithium mining by the Australian-British company Rio Tinto in the
summer of 2024.% However, the wave of grassroots democratic organising is unprece-
dented in its perseverance and massive support, and students have emerged as the main
political actors in recent Serbian history. To some extent, they resonate with other stu-
dent-led or Gen Z movements across the world against the capture of the state by the
political elite, widening inequalities and corruption.’

Last June, students’ actions took a new turn: they demanded new parliamentary
elections' and announced the creation of an electoral list made up of people from di-
fferent backgrounds who have never been in a political party, asking existing opposition
parties to support this list and desist from running for election. If this “student’s list” is
elected, its representatives will have the task of preparing the country for fair elections
and restoring the rule of law.

Almost a year after the protests began, and even though none of the students’ deman-
ds have been formally met, judging by how many social actors have become involved in
these massive protests, it seems that these mobilisations have instigated deep transfor-
mative processes within Serbian society while providing new repertoires of bottom-up
resistance. Many students have said that this has been a life-changing experience that
allows them to practise direct democracy. This should not be underestimated, coming
from generations who grew up under an authoritarian regime in a society saturated by
nationalism, and heavily marked by war, inflation and international isolation.

This reflection addresses some of the features of these student-led protests and what
explains their strength and longevity; the State’s reactions; those of the EU; and, finally,

¢ Baletic, 2025.

7 Gec, 2023.

8 Ferreira Santos, 2024.

9 Bricefio & Shrestha, 2025.
10 Petrusijevi¢, 2025.
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offers a few reflections on the political economy of authoritarianism, namely, the bro-
ader (global) economic structures in Serbia that student-led mobilisations are resisting.
In many ways, through their practices and the articulation of their guiding principles,
student-led mobilisations are providing a framework for a more just, and emancipatory
distribution of power and resources.

2. The Strengths of the Movement: Direct Democracy, Large Coalition-
building and New Repertoires of Action

The protests are leaderless and bottom-up, operating according to principles of direct
democracy, self-management and solidarity. Students’ decisions are taken collectively
during plenaries; spokespeople are rotated daily; and “working groups” are in charge of
organisational issues, including protesters’ security and de-escalation. Moreover, as Jana
Bacevi¢ notes, while relying on donations for food and lodging students have shown that
practices outside capitalist modes are possible. These practices signal a deep process of
democratic and economic transformation and make it almost impossible for the regime
to corrupt and co-opt the movement.

Over the past year, students have managed to build a broad cross-ideological coali-
tion representing most parts of Serbian society—from university professors, teachers,'
lawyers, healthcare professionals, artists, and taxi drivers, to environmental activists, far-
mers,'? army veterans and pensioners. They straddle urban/rural and class divides in a
highly unequal and polarised society: students have connected different parts of Serbia
through long marches across the country, and have been able to secure support from
smaller cities and villages.

Students’ demands are both minimalist and revolutionary. Students demand that the
Serbian Constitution and laws be respected—the minimalist demand associated with the
notion of the “rule of law”—and organise around notions of accountability, justice and
solidarity. The demands are revolutionary because even respecting the minimal require-
ments of the rule of law is the very antithesis of a reportedly corrupt executive power ac-
cused of being entangled with drug gangs.'® These mobilisations are, in a way, illustrative
of the notion of “non-reformist reforms”: reforms that seek to profoundly challenge and
undermine the existing legal, economic and political order, and to shape the redistribu-
tion of power and resources in line with emancipatory democratic horizons.'* They are,
therefore, different from “reformism” or liberal reforms, which do not tackle structural

11 Petrovié, 2025.

12 FoNet, 2025.

13 Worth, 2023.

14 Akbar, 2023, see especially p. 2515 below.
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transformations but rather engage with the political, legal and socio-economic structures
as they are.

They are independent of outside influence and consider that it is first and foremost
for the people of Serbia to address the constitutional and socio-economic crisis. They
have not actively sought, or received, much foreign media attention until very recently,
nor much attention from the EU either. As the Croatian philosopher Sre¢ko Horvat not-
ed, they are “geopolitical orphans”: they do not serve any power structures.'® President
Aleksandar Vuci¢ has, however, repeatedly portrayed the movement as an attempt at a
“colour revolution” aimed at toppling the regime.

While in other countries, such as Georgia, protesters have explicitly mobilised the
symbols of the Union, the relative independence vis-4-vis the EU is understandable in
the Serbian context. Support for the EU is low, and for many in Serbia it is not clear
whether the EU is truly a democratic option. Until now, it has been largely perceived as
backing the authoritarian regime of Aleksandar Vudi¢"’—what some have coined “sta-
bilitocracy”, the notion that authoritarian practices are tolerated as long as the regime is
perceived as a relatively stable and reliable partner.'® The avoidance of proximity to the
EU—or any other foreign actor, to that extent—as some scholars have pointed out, also
denotes the need for the student-led movement to preserve the fragile broad coalition it
has managed to build so far.”

They are independent of existing political parties and structures. Students have repeat-
edly asserted, what may seem paradoxical, that the movement is “apolitical”. Rather than
refusing politics, students are refusing the existing political alignments in the Serbian
political landscape where traditional parties appear discredited. By doing so, they are
not rejecting political engagement as such but are articulating a need for a new kind of
politics which is, as some authors have described, “one based on principles, transparency,
and horizontalism rather than ideology, leadership, or electoral calculus.”?

They are non-violent. Students are using a range of non-violent civil disobedience
actions, from 16-minute silent vigils, to blockades of main bridges and roads, to joyful,
sports-like, several-day marches connecting cities from northern, central and southern
Serbia, general strikes, and relay races across Serbia carrying the Constitution. Even
with hundreds of thousands of participants in these protests, numerous provocations
and attacks from government-backed paramilitary groups, as well as mounting po-

5 Thid.
16 DiEM25 Communications, 2025.
17" Eror, 2025.

18 Zweers et al., 2022.
Y Jerkov et al., 2025.
2 Jbid., p. 9.
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lice violence, and the likely use of sonic weapons, ?!for which the European Court of
Human Rights has issued interim measures against Serbia, the protests have remained
largely peaceful.”

Finally, the strength of this movement lies in its ability to reappropriate the symbols
of Serbia’s statehood and redefine Serbian citizenship in an inclusive way, embedded in
its complex multicultural socialist history, that appeals to many segments of Serbian
society. From the presence of the Serbian flag, to the singing of the national anthem
and Yugoslav-era songs; the practice of self-management; and the organisation of zbor-
ovi (local citizens’ assemblies)—at the heart of the Yugoslav political economy—to the
reinterpretation of key historical moments in Serbian history, they have rearticulated the
meanings of practices and symbols that, since the end of the civil wars in the 1990s, were
almost exclusively the province of ethno- nationalist political forces.

For many people in my generation who lived through the civil wars (and many in the
older generation brought up in multicultural socialist Yugoslavia), the ostentatious dis-
play of any form of “national pride” in Serbia (or in the Balkans) tends to make our skin
crawl. But it seems that students are—through praxis—reconfiguring and reconceptual-
ising what it means to be Serbian, even though this sometimes means skating on thin ice.

The movement’s ideological ambivalence (and the resulting malaise expressed by
many in Serbia)®® was perhaps most visible during the massive rally in June,* during
which a university professor well known for his nationalist politics shared the stage with
a war veteran, and a student who emphasised the need for systemic changes—many of
them hallmarks of the eco-socialist left—ranging from the independence of the judiciary
and the media, to economic changes that would end corruption, stop the destruction of
domestic firms, and truly guarantee environmental protection.”

Despite some exclusionary rhetoric (criticised by many in Serbia) that, for the most
part, remained marginal, these protests have created a sense of unity and solidarity among
various religious groups in Serbia. As I write these lines, students from Novi Pazar, a
predominantly Muslim city in the south of Serbia, are marching across Serbia to Novi
Sad for the commemoration of the tragedy, carrying Serbian flags, and are being hosted
along the way by an Orthodox monastery and crowds in various cities they have passed
through.? This is remarkable given the divisiveness of public discourse. The media close

2 N1 Belgrade, 2025.
22 ECHR, 2025.
23 Stevanovié, 2025.

2% Vidimo se na Vidovdan (‘Let’s meet on Vidovdan’) was the commemoration of ‘Vidovdan'—a cele-

bration of the Serbian resistance to the Ottoman Empire in the 14% century, which turned into an
ethnonationalist symbol.

3 RTV, 2025.

2 Studenti DUNP, 2025.
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to the ruling party repeatedly portrayed students from Novi Pazar as “Islamists”, reviving
ethno-nationalist and racist tropes—what the Serbian Ombudsman has characterised as
hate speech against religious minorities.””

Perhaps what best illustrates the achievements of the movement is that the image
of a young student wearing a Szjkacs®® embracing a student wearing a Muslim veil be-
came viral, precisely because for many it symbolised the deeply needed transformation
students have set in motion. The image of the embrace was healing deep wounds and
igniting hope that a truly multicultural, multi-religious Serbia can—and already does—
exist. While many attacked and threatened the two students” (particularly the young
woman),* aggressively forcing ethnic and religious divisions to remain politically and
culturally relevant, students have reiterated their messages of solidarity and unity in the
fight for social justice, and their understanding of Serbian citizenship as beyond identi-
ty-based divisions.

3. State Response: Intimidation, Delegitimisation, and Repressive
Tactics

Serbian institutions have largely been silent. While there was a very brief investiga-
tion after the collapse of the train station, criminal proceedings are now stalled.’’ The
institutional response has come primarily from the executive power and the ruling party,
which have diminished and demonised protesters, instigated parallel counter-protests,
and created a camp in the centre of Belgrade that has turned into a base for paramilitary
groups. President Vuéi¢ publicly claimed that students are spies,* targeting Croatian stu-
dents (with an obvious ethno-nationalist dimension).*® These statements were amplified
by high party officials® and tabloids® close to the ruling party, increasing pressure and
illustrating the structural nature of intimidation.

Intimidation and attacks intended to stop protests and create further polarisation
have become common. Serbia’s foreign services not only pressured students, but also

¥ Poverenik za zatitu ravnopravnosti, 2025.

2 Sajkata is a hat worn by men in the Serbian countryside, which was then worn by the military,
that turned into an ethnonationalist symbol in the 1980s and was used to legitimise military and
political projects. See, here: Colovi¢, 2024.

2 Vulovi¢ Obradovi¢, 2025.

% Bogdanovi¢, 2025.

3 Radenkovié Jeremi¢, 2025.

32 Vukajlovi¢, 2024.

33 Nova.rs, 2024.

3 Beta, 2024.

» 8.8, 2025.
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turned against their parents.’*® Individuals who were often members and officials of
the ruling party physically and verbally threatened and attacked students. The Serbian
Ombudsman warned that hate speech towards political dissidents fosters violence and
demanded that political actors and the media ensure safety, after a student was run over
by a car while peacefully protesting.’” University budgets were slashed, salaries suspend-
ed, and research time diminished. Teachers who supported the protests faced disciplinary
proceedings, and temporary contracts were not extended.

Starting this summer, state violence drastically escalated. Students have been impris-
oned, beaten, accused of “subversion against the State” and labelled “terrorists”. This
autumn, the Serbian government even proposed changing the Criminal Code® to crim-
inalise traffic obstruction (one form of civil disobedience),* as well as the publication of
materials used to commit a criminal offence—what many commentators said was a way
to further increase repression of non-violent protests.”” UN experts® and NGOs*? have
warned against the excessive use of force during arrest and detention: many students
have been injured and hospitalised. Violence has been extensively documented, includ-
ing gendered and sexual violence involving high officials of the Serbian police.*

According to UN human rights experts:

“Instead of listening to young people’s voices, the Government has chosen to
punish them [...] This approach not only violates international human rights
standards, but also, by its very nature, undermines the very foundation of a
democratic society.”#

More recently, in November, the UN High-Commissioner for Human Rights ob-
served that:

“many allegations of violent attacks and arbitrary arrests of peaceful protesters
and journalists during demonstrations have not been investigated and remain

unpunished. On the contrary, such incidents continue to recur.”®

He urged Serbia to uphold the rights to freedom of expression and peaceful assembly,
highlighting the centrality of independent, impartial and prompt investigations into al-
legations of police violence.

% Nova.rs, 2024.

¥ Ombudsman.rs, 2025.
38 Mladenovi¢, 2025.

% Paragrafrs, 2025.

% Cepris.org, 2024.

4 UN, Aug 2025.

“ Amnesty International, 2025.
$ AD., 2025.

4“4 UN, Aug 2025.

4% UN, Nov 2025.
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4. The European Union’s Role: From Silence to Cautious Criticism

For a long time, the EU largely remained silent, although it repeatedly stated that
the rule of law and respect for human and fundamental rights are paramount values, and
preconditions for EU enlargement (Serbia has been a candidate since 2012).% The EU’s
position seems to have changed recently, primarily due to pressure from the European
Parliament and the mobilisation of Slovenian and Croatian Members of the European
Parliament.

Prior to the massive mobilisations in Serbia, the EU was, of course, aware of the issues
Serbia was facing under the current regime, which are similar to the democratic erosion
in Hungary and Poland. Corruption is widespread and the framework to tackle it is in-
sufficient.”” According to the EU’s own report, the judiciary faces high political pressure,
and freedom of assembly and expression are significantly curtailed.”® Protests against
lithium mining were followed by arrests of environmental activists; those against elector-
al fraud involved police brutality. Freedom of expression is further constrained by smear
campaigns and surveillance of civil society; threats and physical attacks against journal-
ists persist; strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs) are common; and
biased reporting in favour of the ruling majority dominates the media, most of which are
under strong government influence.® All of this occurs in a context in which the Serbian
ruling political elite is accused of being deeply entangled with criminal gangs.>

There seemed to be a stark contrast between the EU’s enthusiasm regarding the ex-
ploitation of lithium in Serbia (a critical mineral necessary for the EU’s green transition)
and EUs silence about students’ defence of the EU’s fundamental values on the ground.
In July 2023, the Commission’s Vice-President, the German Chancellor and representa-
tives of the car industry, including Mercedes-Benz, travelled to Belgrade® for a signature
of the Memorandum of Understanding between the EU and Serbia in connection with
critical raw materials—particularly lithium extraction.”* This occurred despite interna-
tional environmental groups®® and domestic experts™ arguing that it is likely to lead to
land degradation, water pollution and biodiversity loss. Bottom-up, grassroots struggles
for the rule of law and against corruption, however, have received almost no attention.

% European Commission, 2024.

4 CoE, 2022.

4 Commission Staff, 2024.
4 OSCE, 2024.

0 Worth, 2023.

' Delauney, 2024.

52 European Commission, 2024.
> Silva, 2022.

s Pordevié et al., 2024.
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This gives the impression, as some Serbian scholars and commentators have noted, that
Serbia is mostly a transactional partner and that EU economic interests take precedence
over its values.”

More recently, however, the rhetoric has changed. During a visit to Belgrade last
October, the President of the European Commission emphasised that more needs to be
done on reforms concerning the rule of law and media pluralism. She made clear that
Serbia was at a crossroads vis-2-vis its engagement with EU values, which many com-
mentators in Serbia have seen as a much-needed change in the EU’s position. Addressing
President Vuci¢, she said:

“We stand for freedom instead of oppression, including the right of peaceful assem-
bly. Partnership instead of submission. Diplomacy instead of aggression. Almost
two decades ago, Serbia made a choice to join our Union [...] Now is the moment
for Serbia to get concrete about joining our Union.”

Similar statements have been made by the EU Commissioner for Enlargement, Marta
Kos. In a speech before the European Parliament ahead of a discussion of a resolution on
Serbia, she noted that, overall, the police respected freedom of assembly, but that there
were instances of suspected excessive police violence, and a need for Serbia to investigate
them.”” She remarked:

“As a candidate country, we expect Serbia to respect the key values that are at the
foundation of our Union [...] Respect for fundamental rights and values, including
freedom of peaceful assembly, media and academic freedom, are key elements of
Serbia’s EU path and need to be adhered to by everyone. The Serbian Government
should create an enabling environment for civil society. Intimidation and pressure
on civil society is not the way we operate in the Union and must not be tolerated.”

A great deal can be said about this opposition between EU values and the situation
in Serbia given that, as explained above, President Vuci¢ has so far enjoyed continuous
political support from the EU and Member States’ leaders.”®

But the actor truly driving changes in the EU’s position is the European Parliament,
which has adopted three resolutions on the situation in Serbia. The most recent, adopt-
ed at the end of October, remarkably lists in detail various aspects of the political and
socio-economic situation in Serbia—from corruption, to police violence, to violent and
intimidating rhetoric; retaliation against university professors and teachers; and pressure
on media freedom and the judiciary.”” Among other things, it calls for the establish-
ment of independent proceedings to hold those responsible for the accident in Novi

% Millar, 2025.

>¢ European Commission, 2025.

%7 European Parliament, 2025.
8 Khatsenkova, 2025.

5% European Parliament, Oct 2025.
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Sad to account, it condemns state-influenced violence, and holds the political leadership
responsible for “escalating repression, normalising violence and weakening democratic
institutions”.’

While the diagnosis is correct, the resolution does not have binding effect: it is a
“soft law instrument”. The European Commission may be changing its position, which
may have a more constraining effect on Serbia’s institutions in the near future and, in
the long run. In its latest report, released at the beginning of November, the European
Commission described the political situation in the country, noting limited progress in
the fight against corruption and urging the State to implement its human rights frame-
work in the context of reports of police violence.®' The Commission also emphasised a
limited progress in the fight against organised crime, as well as backsliding on media free-
dom. Still, while some independent media and commentators in Serbia have described
this report as one of the harshest against Serbia—and particularly the President, given
the centralisation of power—the language of the EU document remains cautious on
many fronts, and it is unclear whether it will ultimately have any effects on the economic
and legal processes structuring the relationship between the EU, its Member States and
Serbia.

5. The political economy of authoritarianism

While the careful description by the European Parliament of Serbia’s socio-economic
and polarised context is to be praised, the shift in EU discourse still raises the question
of how, despite the EU being heavily involved in economic and institutional processes in
Serbia, this involvement has, over the years, enabled and normalised an autocratic regime
and its economic structures.

The EU is one of the major economic players in Serbia and has been intervening in,
and monitoring, the many institutional and economic reforms geared towards Serbia’s
economic and political integration within the EU. It is Serbia’s first trading partner, ac-
counting for 60% of Serbia’s trade, with Germany being the main trading partner within
the Union, followed by Italy and Hungary. Far behind are China and Russia, in third and
fourth place. Most foreign direct investment also comes from the EU. Moreover, over
the years, the EU has been a provider of loans and grants. The most recent scheme is the
Reform and Growth Facility Regulation® within the EU’s Growth Plan for the Western
Balkans, meant to accelerate structural economic reforms to foster foreign investment
and deepen economic integration into the EU single market, conditioned on Western
Balkan countries implementing socio-economic reforms (this represents 6 billion eu-

& Jbid., para. 4.
61 Commission Staff, 2025.
¢ Regulation (EU) 2024/1449.
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ros).%> Perhaps what the situation in Serbia demands is, besides condemnations that in
many ways come too late, for the EU to seriously re-examine its approach to its periph-
eries: its economic and legal, formal and informal processes, and the kind of political
economy and values it helps foster and legitimise.

In many ways, the situation in Serbia illustrates one of the varieties of the political
economy of authoritarianism that some have explored in other contexts in the EU and
the US. Based on publicly available documents, an independent fact-finding commis-
sion made up of local experts in Serbia, including legal scholars, former Supreme Court
judges and prosecutors, to professors of engineering, found evidence suggesting that the
collapse of the train station in Novi Sad, which triggered the protests, was the result of
organised crime, at the head of which is the President of the Republic.

The renovation of the train station resulted from an intergovernmental agreement
between China and the Republic of Serbia, and an international commercial agreement
between the Government of Serbia, the Serbian Railway Infrastructure, and a Chinese
consortium responsible for the renovation of the station and the railway tracks between
Belgrade and Budapest. Serbian experts have flagged many elements that lead to the con-
clusion that it was part of a wider corruption scheme: the inflated value of the project; the
turn to credit provided by Chinese entities rather than the EU, which has stringent condi-
tions related to transparency; and the fact that the Serbian law on public procurement was
not applied.> The commission’s report also found that other domestic safety regulations
were not applied, and that this was tolerated by the State. It further found that oversight
of a project of this calibre was entrusted to a French-based company, EGIS, whose sub-
sidiaries were suspected of corrupt and fraudulent practices, resulting in a settlement with
the World Bank® and debarment by the Inter-American Development Bank.®

This is not the first time that large-scale infrastructure and urban renewal projects
mired in secrecy have been reported to involve illegal activities, the bypassing of domestic
laws through the use of lex specialis, and the speeding up of legal procedures, allegedly
against the public interest.®® Currently, similar allegations are being made in relation to
the building of a luxury hotel complex linked to Donald Trump’s son-in-law in central
Belgrade, at the location of the former army headquarters,*” considered a historical land-

¢ FEuropean Commission, 2023.

6 See Csered & Albrecht, 2025, for a blog post on Hungary, and the many contributions on the LPE
blog on economic changes under the Trump administration.

% Mileti¢, 2025.

% World Bank Group, 2020.

¢ 1DB, 2024.

6 See for instance the Belgrade Waterfront infrastructure project: Wright, 2015, Transparency
International (n.d.).

®  Guardian Staff and agencies, 2025.
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mark, and for which state officials have already been charged with fraud.” These projects
illustrate a rapid commodification of land within an authoritarian context, illustrative of
the neoliberal transition in the post-socialist space.”!

The prevalence of corruption and legal irregularities is not new and has also been
flagged by the European Parliament in its latest resolution and by the European
Commission in its report in 2025. The European Parliament even called on Member
States participating in Expo 2027 in Serbia

“to take into account the serious concerns and evidence of widespread corruption
linked to the ruling authorities, as well as the reported lack of compliance with
basic construction standards and legal requirements in the organisation and con-
struction of the exhibition.”

6. Concluding Remarks

This short piece has sought to make sense of the past year of massive student- led mo-
bilisations in Serbia by situating them in their complex political, legal and socio-econo-
mic contexts, marked by severe restrictions on human rights, a high level of corruption,
the lack of an independent judiciary, where institutions are captured by the ruling party.

These massive mobilisations have helped reveal the extent of unequal economic stru-
ctures underpinned by international and public/private agreements, leading to the deple-
tion of public resources for the benefit of a few in the political elite, while offering new
perspectives for democratic economic arrangements.

What these mobilisations are showing us in real time is how it is possible to build
a counter-hegemony, even under the most dire economic and political conditions, in a
deeply unequal’? and polarised society, by forming wide coalitions around what is both
a conservative and revolutionary demand: respect for the rule of law. As many societies
in the Global North face similar challenges, these movements offer a glimmer of hope
and, perhaps, valuable lessons for building emancipatory democratic movements and
challenging existing deeply unjust economic and legal structures.

This reflection was submitted on 14 November 2025, and incorporates relevant developments
up to this date. I am grateful to Bosko Tripkovi¢ and to the editors of the Liubliana Law
Review, Marusa Veber, Samo Bardutzky and Tilen Stajnpihler-Bozic, for their thoughtful

comments on earlier drafis. All errors are mine.

70 Jakes, 2024.
7t Zekovié & Maricié, 2020.
72 World Inequality Database (n.d.).
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