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Summary

After failing to make progress in the EU accession process for four years, the Serbian
government claims it is treated unfairly by the Member States. However, the evaluation of the
implementation of the 2024 non-paper, which the government submitted in an attempt to
persuade them to green light the opening of new chapters, shows a mixed result at best. Some
specific reforms were fulfilled, but the areas of democracy, acceleration of overall alignment
with the EU acquis, and foreign policy alignment saw little to no genuine improvement.
Member States should only reward Serbia after meaningful progress in these areas and
continue maintaining focus on them, which is especially important given the current political
situation in the country.
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Serbia’s EU
integration at a
stalemate

Serbia did not open a new negotiating
cluster in 2025, marking the fourth
consecutive year without any formal
progress in its EU accession process.
Reacting to the lack of consensus in the
Council of the EU on opening Cluster 3
(Competitiveness and Inclusive Growth),
President Aleksandar Vucic¢ decided not
to participate at the EU-Western Balkans
Summit on 17 December 2025, expressing
dissatisfaction with supposed unfair
treatment.’

Serbia made its last formal step forward in
the accession process in December 2021 by
opening Cluster 4 (The Green Agenda and
Sustainable Connectivity). Already at that
time, the European Commission assessed
that the country was technically ready

to open Cluster 3, an assessment it has
repeated every year since. Nevertheless, the
decision must be made unanimously by the
Council, which has not yet happened.

The pace of Serbia’s EU accession process
is, according to the negotiating framework,
determined by two factors: progress in
reforms related to the rule of law and
progress in the Belgrade—Pristina Dialogue.
Since 2022, following Serbia’s failure to
align its foreign policy with the EU and

to impose sanctions on Russia, progress

in foreign policy alignment has also been
repeatedly brought up by EU institutions as
an important political condition.

Despite its claims that it is treated unfairly
by the EU, the Serbian government

does not appear genuinely willing to
make progress on rule of law reforms
or foreign policy alignment. While in
recent months the government has begun

implementing certain reforms, these still do
not meaningfully address issues related to
democracy and the rule of law.

Furthermore, over the past 15 months,
marked by waves of student-led protests and
a political crisis following the November
2024 Novi Sad tragedy, the government has
frequently employed authoritarian tactics
against protesters, independent media, civil
society, and parts of the judiciary.? Many
pro-EU civil society organisations have
faced smear campaigns in media close to the
ruling party, and some have even seen police
raids on their premises under questionable
justifications.®

In January 2026, the Serbian parliament
adopted highly controversial laws on

the judiciary at the time of the ongoing
investigations against several current and
former government ministers.* Both the
European Commissioner for Enlargement
Marta Kos and the EU Ambassador to Serbia
openly criticised the laws, assessing that
these laws mark a step back when it comes
to the independence of the judiciary.

One of the most telling indicators of the
government’s (un)willingness to implement
genuine reforms and move the country
closer to EU membership is the 2024 non-
paper it submitted to the Council, outlining
additional political commitments that

it pledged to fulfil urgently in exchange

for opening Cluster 3. The paper contained
promises of reform steps across all areas
relevant to Serbia’s EU accession.

Although the non-paper was not officially
published, it was available to the authors of
this policy brief. Below is an assessment of
the fulfilment of each commitment from the
non-paper one year later. Qur assessment
does not confirm the claims of Serbian
officials that they had “done everything”
required to open Cluster 3, showing a
mixed result at best.



Assessment of
Serbia’s reforms from
the 2024 non-paper

DEMOCRACY AND MEDIA REFORMS

Two measures from the 2024 non-paper
have been in particular focus recently —

the election of the new Council of the
Regulatory Authority for Electronic
Media (REM) and “accelerating efforts to
carry out the audit of the voter register”.
During her visit to Serbia in October, the
President of the European Commission
Ursula von der Leyen highlighted these two
reforms as priorities.

Out of all commitments from the 2024 non-
paper, these reforms are most directly tied
to democracy. REM is an institution with
wide-ranging authority regarding the work
of electronic media. On the other hand, the
accuracy of the voter register in recent years
became one of the most controversial issues
regarding electoral conditions and trust in
election results.

As of January 2026, the election of the
new Council of REM has still not been
completed, more than a year after the
original legal deadline. The election process
launched in November 2024 was cancelled
in April 2025, following pressure from the
public and the EU. During the process, civil
society organisations assessed that the
ruling party had attempted to maintain

its influence over the Council through
government-organised non-governmental
organisations (GONGOs) that nominated
numerous candidates, in some cases
illegally.®

The new process once again saw long delays.
In November 2025, the ruling majority
abstained from voting for the ninth member
of the 9-member Council. According to

analysts, electing the 9th member from
among the two remaining nominees would
have resulted in a REM majority independent
of the ruling party. Due to the formal failure
of this election, the process of electing the
9th member was subsequently relaunched,
with different candidates. Four newly elected
independent candidates resigned in protest
to this development on 19 December 2025.
Their successors will now have to be elected
as well.

When it comes to the revision of the voter
register, the parliament adopted a new
Law on the Unified Voter Register in
November 2025, establishing a Commission
for the Revision of the Voter Register.

The final version of the law, which took
more than a year to draft, integrated

the proposals of civil society only after
serious EU pressure. However, the actual
implementation of this law is still
pending. Civil society organization CRTA,
the election watchdog, expressed doubts
that the new Commission would be able to
function in good faith.

Another democracy-related measure

in the 2024 non-paper was “full and
timely implementation of ODIHR
recommendations regarding elections”.
There is no publicly available data on

this process. The parliamentary working
group for implementing the ODIHR
recommendations, which was set up in the
spring of 2024, was effectively dissolved
in January 2025 without agreeing on a
single legal proposal when the majority of
opposition and CSO representatives left
it, accusing the ruling party members of
procedural violations and lack of genuine
willingness to reform.

Meanwhile, according to CRTA, isolated

local elections held in 2025 featured strong
indications of the abuse of state resources by
the ruling parties and intimidation attempts
against voters and independent observers.
Elections in the municipality of Mionica in
November 2025 saw serious violence. The



EU Delegation to Serbia requested a full
investigation into these cases.®

Finally, in the 2024 non-paper, Serbia
committed to adopting new media laws

to further align with the EU acquis. This
step was completed in June 2025. There are
still no evaluations of how the changes are
impacting the media environment of Serbia.
Numerous other indicators, including the
assessment of the European Commission in
its 2025 report that there was backsliding in
the area of freedom of expression, as well as
continuing controversies over concentration
of media ownership in the hands of people
close to the ruling party, point to the fact
that there was no improvement to the
overall media environment in the country.

OVERALL ALIGNMENT WITH THE EU
ACQUIS

In the November 2024 non-paper, Serbia
committed to fulfilling the interim
benchmarks for rule of law chapters 23
and 24 by the end of 2025 at the latest
and to fully align with the EU acquis
with the objective to close the accession
negotiations by the end of 2026.

There are no direct evaluations of the
fulfilment of the interim rule of law
benchmarks as of January 2026. However,
the November 2025 European Commission
Report on Serbia notes no progress in
Chapter 23, including backsliding in the
area of freedom of expression, and only
some level of preparation for this chapter
(equivalent to a score 2/5). Chapter 24 also
recorded limited progress and between some
and moderate level of preparation (score
2.5/5). The levels of preparation remain
unchanged compared to last year.

There are no signals from the Council of
the EU regarding a possible adoption of a
positive Interim Benchmarks Assessment
Report (IBAR). Without a positive IBAR,

a candidate country cannot start closing
negotiating chapters.

Meanwhile, in the 2025 November
Enlargement Package, Serbia was not
mentioned among the frontrunners by the
European Commission.” On the contrary, the
Commission assessed that Serbia’s pace of
reforms had slowed down.

According to the report of the Serbian
government on the implementation of the
National Programme for the Adoption of
the Acquis Communautaire (NPAA), 39% of
the planned acts were adopted in the second
quarter of 2025; the overall implementation
of NPAA from the third quarter of 2024 to
the second quarter of 2025 was 54%.

FOREIGN POLICY

In the 2024 non-paper, Serbia pledged to
improve its foreign policy alignment
with the Union’s Common Foreign and
Security Policy (CFSP). Since the start of
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine in 2022,
Serbia has not imposed sanctions on Russia.
It ended that year with a 44% alignment rate
with the CFSP. In the following years, the
alignment rate improved somewhat, but not
significantly. Towards the end of 2024, at the
time the non-paper was written, it stood at
59%.

The alignment continues to fluctuate.
According to the ISAC Fund, it fell to 52%

in the first half of 2025%, but then rose to
67% by the end of the year’, partially due to
retroactive alignment in the weeks prior to
the publication of the European Commission
2025 Serbia report in November. The Report
noted limited progress for Chapter 31 on
foreign policy, stressing that “alignment
patterns remained largely unchanged”.®

Serbia also pledged to continue and further
strengthen its assistance to Ukraine.
According to the November 2025 European
Commission report, Serbia continued
providing humanitarian and financial



assistance to Ukraine. High-level political
contacts continued, including visits of
President Aleksandar Vuci¢ (June 2025) and
National Assembly Speaker Ana Brnabi¢ to
Ukraine (November 2025).

VISA AND ENERGY POLICY

Serbia reinstated visa requirements for
nationals of Kuwait, Mongolia, Oman and
Qatar in December 2024, thus fulfilling this
specific commitment from the 2024 non-
paper. However, according to the European
Commission’s November 2025 Report,
“Serbia’s visa policy is still only partially in
line with the EU list of visa-required third
countries”.

When it comes to measures in the area

of energy, the gas interconnector
between Serbia and Bulgaria (IBS)

began commercial operations in January
2025, as announced in the non-paper.

Also, “Transportgas Srbija” was certified
in March 2025, unbundling it from
“Srbijagas” as a part of the wider reform
demanded by the Energy Community. Serbia
also pledged to build a gas interconnector
with Romania. In July 2025, the Minister of
Energy stated that it could be finished in the
next two and a half years.

BELGRADE-PRISTINA DIALOGUE

In the non-paper, Serbia committed to full
implementation of past agreements with
Pristina and refraining from unilateral
moves. According to the 2025 European
Commission Report on Serbia, “overall,
Serbia and Kosovo have participated in the
Dialogue, but they need to demonstrate
more serious and constructive commitment
to advance the normalisation process”.

The document also assesses that “domestic
political preoccupations on both sides
have hindered decisive steps towards
implementing the 2023 Agreement

on the Path to Normalisation and its

implementation annex and thereby
progressing on normalising their relations”.
Serbia has not delivered on sanctioning the
persons responsible for the 2023 Banjska
attack.

OVERALL ASSESSMENT

The specific steps Serbia fulfilled in the year
since submitting the 2024 non-paper were
the adoption of new media laws, introducing
a visa regime with certain countries and
further regulating the energy market.
Measures on democracy, overall alignment
with the EU acquis and foreign policy,
however, remain partially fulfilled at best.

Notably, while some formal steps were
taken on the selection of new members

of REM and the voter register audit, there
has been no tangible impact on the actual
quality of democracy in Serbia, as neither
the REM Council nor the Commission for
Voter Register Audit began to function as of
January 2026.

Serbia has not come close to meeting the
goals it set regarding the overall pace of the
accession process. In foreign policy, there
was some improvement with the alignment
with CFSP and maintaining constructive
relations with Ukraine, but the “elephant

in the room” — sanctions on Russia — were
again not imposed in any way.

Therefore, the claims of Serbian public
officials — that they met all the requirements
to open Cluster 3 — do not stand even if we
only focus on the 2024 non-paper, let alone
the overall political environment in Serbia.



RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Member States of the European Union
should approve the next step with Serbia
(opening of Cluster 3 and possibly other
clusters) only after there is enough
evidence of genuine implementation of
reforms related to the functioning of
REM and voter register audit.

This would require a demonstration that
REM is functioning free from the influence
of the ruling party or any other political
actor. It would also require tangible progress
in the process of the voter register audit, for
example, interventions in the Unified Voter
Register where necessary.

If there is genuine political will on the part
of the government and the ruling party, this
should not take more than several months.
Civil society organizations which have
already been included in the first phases of
these reforms, can verify whether they are
genuinely implemented.

The EU institutions and Member States
should also continue to pay close attention
to the ongoing negative developments in the
area of the rule of law and democracy, such
as the recent adoption of a new set of laws
on judiciary, and take these into account
when making the decision on Serbia’s
progress.

2. EU Member States should clearly
communicate the reasons why they are
withholding support for opening new
clusters with Serbia.

This is especially important due to the
government’s tendency to portray the
EU’s actions as unfair and unjust'’,
especially in comparison with current
frontrunners, Montenegro and Albania.
This communication negatively influences
the perception of the European Union in
Serbia, which is already facing significant
challenges.

3. If new clusters are opened, the
European Union must not shift
focus away from Serbia but insist on
continuing the pace of reforms.

Based on previous experience with the
current government of Serbia, it is entirely
possible that its reform efforts slow down or
even start reversing once any kind of reward
comes from the EU. This is why it is essential
not to decrease political pressure even if

the government delivers on some genuine
implementation. This is also important for
the credibility of the European Union in the
public opinion of Serbia.

4. Implementation of ODIHR
recommendations for improving
election conditions, as well as interim
benchmarks for chapters 23 and 24,
should be the next milestone in Serbia’s
accession process that the EU should
insist on.

The government has already committed to
both of these goals, setting the end of 2025
as the deadline for both. As this analysis
shows, neither of the goals was met.

Both of these reforms are crucial not only
for the accession process of Serbia but the
political future of the country in general, as
they address issues most likely to provoke
future political crises, namely electoral
conditions and rule of law violations.

Stabilisation of the political situation in
Serbia, which is also in the interest of the
European Union, requires addressing these
issues.
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