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Glossary 

Child: The Convention on the Rights of the Child (article 1) states that a child is “every human 

being below the age of eighteen years, unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is 

attained earlier”. Throughout the text, the word ‘child’ will refer to every human being under the 

age of eighteen. 

Child victim of trafficking1: Children whose status as a victim of trafficking has been formally 

recognized by a competent authority, and children who are presumed victims of trafficking. 

Exploitation: The Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human 

Beings and other international instruments referring to trafficking of persons state that 

“Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other 

forms of sexual exploitation, forced labor or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, 

servitude or the removal of organs. Legislators can identify additional forms of exploitation as 

purposes of trafficking.”2 

Human trafficking3: Serious crime that abuses people’s fundamental rights and dignity. It 

involves the criminal exploitation of vulnerable people for the sole purpose of economic gain. 

It is often transnational in character and its victims are of all genders and ages. 

(International) migrant: Someone who changes his/hers/their country of usual residence, 

irrespective of the reason for migration or legal status4. This report uses the term ‘migrant’ to 

refer to any person on the move, including refugees and asylum seekers. 

Presumed (or potential) victim of trafficking: A ‘presumed’ or ‘potential’ or ‘suspected’ victim 

of trafficking is a person for whom there are reasonable grounds to believe that she/he/they 

may be a victim of trafficking in human beings as defined below, but has not yet been formally 

recognized by the authorities. Presumed or potential victims should be entitled to the full range 

of protection services and procedural guarantees offered to recognized victims until their status 

is clarified.5 

Trafficking in Human Beings: Trafficking in Human Beings (THB) is defined as “[…] the 

recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or 

use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of 

power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to 

achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose of 

exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of 

others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labor or services, slavery or practices similar 

to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs”6. 

Unaccompanied children7: Children without parental care who are outside their country of 

residence, or child victims in emergency situations who have been separated from both parents 

and other relatives and are not being cared for by an adult who, by law or custom, is 

 
1This term is used by referring to Glossary of Migration - Statistics Explained (europa.eu). 
2 This term is used by referring to Monitoring and Evaluation of anti-trafficking policies: A handbook for victims’ advocates; Produced with the 
assistance of the European Union, Belgrade 2016. 
3This term is used by referring to Glossary of Trafficking in Human Beings | Crime areas | Europol (europa.eu). 
4 This term is used by referring to United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, available at link: 
https://refugeesmigrants.un.org/definitions#:~:text=key%20refugee%20definitions-,Migrant,for%20migration%20or%20legal%20status  
5 This term is used by referring to Monitoring and Evaluation of anti-trafficking policies: A handbook for victims’ advocates; Produced with the 
assistance of the European Union, Belgrade 2016. 
6 United Nations. (2000). Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, supplementing the 

United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime.  
7 The term is used by referring to OSCE Office of the Special Representative and Co-ordinator for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings: 
Establishing National Focal Points to Protect Child Victims of Trafficking in Human Beings, available at: 
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/6/a/472305.pdf. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Migration
https://childhub.org/sites/default/files/library/attachments/monitoring_handbook_eng.pdf
https://www.europol.europa.eu/crime-areas-and-trends/crime-areas/trafficking-in-human-beings
https://refugeesmigrants.un.org/definitions#:~:text=key%20refugee%20definitions-,Migrant,for%20migration%20or%20legal%20status
https://childhub.org/sites/default/files/library/attachments/monitoring_handbook_eng.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/protocol-prevent-suppress-and-punish-trafficking-persons
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/protocol-prevent-suppress-and-punish-trafficking-persons
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/6/a/472305.pdf
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responsible for doing so. Children who are internally displaced within their own country and 

have lost contact with their own families are also referred to as ‘unaccompanied children’. 

Victim of trafficking in human beings8 (VoT): Any person who is subject to trafficking in 

human beings as defined in Article 3 of Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking 

in Persons, especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention 

against Transnational Organized Crime. 

Civil Society Organization: Although a variety of definitions define CSOs as all relevant non-

governmental institutions, such as companies, charities, foundations, non-governmental 

organizations, religious institutions, etc. in this report, the term CSO is used as a synonym for 

the non-profitable and non-governmental organizations working on THB prevention and 

response.   

  

 
8 The term is used by referring to OSCE Office of the Special Representative and Co-ordinator for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings: 
Establishing National Focal Points to Protect Child Victims of Trafficking in Human Beings, available at: 
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/6/a/472305.pdf. 

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/6/a/472305.pdf
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Executive Summary 

This assessment was conducted using a combination of in-depth interviews, data analysis, 

and a knowledge/desk review. Interviews with experts, stakeholders, and professionals played 

a crucial role in gathering insights and understanding the challenges and progress in Serbia's 

fight against human trafficking in the period of 2021 to 2023. Additionally, data analysis and 

knowledge reviews allowed for a comprehensive evaluation of the situation and the 

identification of key areas for improvement. 

In this comprehensive assessment, Serbia's efforts to combat human trafficking over the past 

two decades have been examined through the three P paradigm of protection, prevention, 

prosecution, and in the context of fostering partnerships for a holistic response to human 

trafficking.  

While significant progress has been made in establishing a legal framework, fostering cross-

sectoral cooperation, and advancing regional collaboration, there are still persistent 

challenges. These include the need for greater cross-sectoral cooperation, role formalization, 

resource allocation, enhanced compensation for victims, and specific procedures for child 

trafficking victims. Despite the progress, there is room for improvement in providing better 

services and support for both professionals and victims. 

This assessment underscores the importance of ongoing dedication and further enhancements 

to address the complex challenges that persist. It highlights the need for mutual understanding 

of roles and responsibilities among stakeholders and the importance of proactive victim 

identification efforts. It also emphasizes the need for adequate compensation schemes, 

consistent support for victims in court proceedings, and specific procedures for child trafficking 

victims. Finally, the assessment points out that financial resources, training, and professional 

capacity building are critical for professionals in the National Referral Mechanism. 

Special thanks are extended to all the professionals, experts, and stakeholders who 

generously shared their expertise and insights throughout the assessment process, as well as 

to Gordana Ivković-Grujić, Božidar Dimić, Vlada Šahović, Marina Solecki and Bojan Velev for 

their invaluable technical support during this assessment. 
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Methodology 

The methodological approach used for the purpose of this study included the descriptive and 

correlation techniques. The assessment analysis encompassed four key phases: 

1. Desk review, which entailed gathering and analyzing documents from diverse relevant 

sources. 

2. Crafting the instrument – questionnaire for interviews with key stakeholders. 

3. Conducting interviews with identified stakeholders through face-to-face meetings and 

online communication platforms. 

4. Analyzing and cross-referencing data from all sources to formulate conclusions and 

recommendations. 

The research methodology for preparation of this report involved: 

a. Desk Review – Bibliometric review of: 

- All available sources of information concerning the problem of trafficking in human 

beings in Serbia as well as the broader social context. 

- Materials of the relevant institutions and organizations, laws and by-laws related to the 

human trafficking problem, as well as, 

- The most important reports of the international organizations in the field of suppressing 

trafficking in humans, such as the GRETA9 and TiP10 reports. 

b. Data Collection and Analysis  

Statistical data on THB in the Republic of Serbia, provided by the Center for the Protection of 

Trafficking Victims (CPTV). For data processing, basic statistical techniques were used, such 

as: descriptive statistics, and correlation analyses with data visualization. 

c. Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) 

The interviews were conducted with the representatives (key informants – KI) of the most 

important institutions and organizations dealing with combatting the trafficking in persons and 

supporting the victims on the national level, such as Government institutions, Civil Society 

Organizations (shelters and reintegration programs, Helpline) and International Organizations. 

A total of eight Key Informant Interviews were conducted as well as one briefing (the KI 

provided their inputs in writing). The list of KIs is available in table 1. 

Table 1: Representatives of the organizations, institutions and international organizations 

participated in the assessment. 

# Organization/institution Name, gender and title 
 of the KI 

Type of 
activity 

Date of interview 

1 Center for Protection of 
Trafficking Victims 

Aleksandra Ljubojević (f), 
director; Miroslav Jovanović 
(m), case-managers 
supervisor 

Interview – in 
person 

September 26, 
2023 
13.00h 

2 CSO ASTRA Marija Anđelković (f), CEO 
Jasmina Krunić (f), analyst 

Interview – in 
person 

September 19, 
2023 
11.00h 

3 CSO Atina / Writing inputs September 27, 
2023 

 
9 Council of Europe GRETA. (2023). Evaluation Report Serbia (GRETA(2023)09). 
10 2022 Trafficking in Persons Report: Serbia, Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, US Department of State. 2023. 

https://rm.coe.int/greta-evaluation-report-on-serbia-3rd-evaluation-round-greta-2023-09-a/1680ab9bc6
https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-trafficking-in-persons-report/serbia/
https://rm.coe.int/greta-evaluation-report-on-serbia-3rd-evaluation-round-greta-2023-09-a/1680ab9bc6
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4 CSO Group 484 Miroslava Jelačić (f), co-
director 

Interview – 
online and 
writing inputs 

September 22, 
2023 
13.00h 

5 Serbian Commissariat 
for Refugees and 
Migration 

Jelena Šurlan (f), manager Interview – in 
person 

September 27, 
2023 
10.00h 

6 International Rescue 
Committee - IRC 

Vlada Šahović (m), 
Protection and Legal 
Advisor 

Interview – 
online 

September 25, 
2023 
10.00h 

7 Republican Prosecutor 
Office 

Tamara Mirović (f), 
prosecutor 

Interview – 
online 

September 28, 
2023 
10.00h 

8 Ministry of Interior, 
Police Academy 

Milan Žarković (m), 
professor  

Interview – 
online 

September 20, 
2023 
18.00h 

9 National AT Coordinator 
Office11 

Assistant of the coordinator Unofficial 
phone calls 

September 20 - 25, 
2023 

  

 
11 During the final iteration of the assessment, the author was informed by the MoI that IRC had obtained permission to conduct interviews with the 
representatives of the AT Coordinator's office. To ensure the assessment met its planned deadline, an open channel of communication was 
established, allowing IRC team to reach out to the AT Coordinator if any additional information was required. 
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Introduction 

Socio-Political and Economic Situation in Serbia (2021-2023) 

The history of the Republic of Serbia from 1990 to the present, has been a profoundly intricate 

and turbulent, marked by complex and ever-evolving circumstances. Spanning from the era of 

Slobodan Milošević regime, through a brief period of democratic progress after Miloševićes’ 

government overthrowing on the October 5th, 2000, to the contemporary leadership of 

Aleksandar Vučić, past 32 years have been characterized by political transitions, economic 

challenges and inflations, wars, external sanctions, post-conflict recovery, and often 

contentious relations with its neighbors, all contributing to the nation's ongoing development  

while continuing to redefine its path in the evolving global context. 

Against this backdrop, Serbia has been navigating in a complex socio-political and economic 

landscape between 2021 and 2023. To gain a comprehensive understanding of the situation 

in Serbia regarding human trafficking, efforts to combat it, and support the victims, it is essential 

to consider the broader context within the country during this period. This entails providing an 

overview of significant developments and challenges across relevant domains, as well as 

insights into the evolving situation in the country. 

Political Landscape 

Serbia is situated in the middle of the so-called refugee-migrant Balkan route, and surrounded 

on the north, northwest and east by EU countries, including those in the Schengen area. 

Political map of Western Balkans and ‘Western Balkans migration route’  

In 2023, the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS), led by Aleksandar Vučić, maintained its 

dominant position in Serbia's political scene. Following his re-election as President in 2022, 

Legend  
Non-EU, non-Schengen zone      EU, non-Schengen zone     EU and Schengen zone 

https://www.b92.net/eng/news/politics.php?yyyy=2023&mm=10&dd=05&nav_id=116768
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-migration-policy/western-balkans-route/
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Vučić's party maintained control over key political institutions on all levels in Serbia. This 

dominance raised concerns on the state of democracy and political pluralism in Serbia1213. 

A variety of protests against the government persisted in 2023, albeit with varying intensity. 

Opposition groups and civil society organizations continued to voice concerns about issues 

such as media freedom, electoral fairness, violence on all social levels, and the state of the 

judiciary sector. These protests highlighted the deep-seated political divisions within Serbian 

society, mirroring the protests against the government and further polarization.14 

Serbia's pursuit of European Union (EU) membership remained a central foreign policy 

objective. In past period, progress was made in several areas, including the environment, 

competition policy, and public procurement, as accession negotiations continued. However, 

challenges persisted, particularly in areas related to the rule of law, corruption, and the 

normalization of relations with Kosovo.15 As of 2023, Serbia continues to navigate a delicate 

balance between political stability, democratic concerns, economic growth, and its aspiration 

to join the EU, particularly in the wider context of escalation of war in Ukraine. The outcome of 

these dynamics will have profound implications for Serbia's future trajectory and its place in 

the international community or in isolation. 

Given the context, some questions have been raised concerning the existing visa-free 

agreements and their implications for Serbia's EU membership aspirations. Throughout its 

history, Serbia has entered into visa-free agreements with various countries, including Burundi, 

India, Tunisia, and Cuba16. These agreements have played a role in shaping Serbia's 

immigration landscape and fostering international and diplomatic relations (mostly from the 

inherited history of Non-Alignment Movement as well as to the countries who did not recognize 

Kosovo’s self-declaration of independence in 2008). Namely, in its 2022 Progress Report, the 

European Commission noted that Serbia has taken measures to prevent visa-free system 

abuse within the EU. It was stressed that Serbia did not significantly align its visa policy with 

the EU's recommendations, especially concerning countries with migration and security 

concerns. The Commission's report from August 2021 advised Serbia to enhance alignment 

with the EU's lists of visa-required third countries, especially for those countries that pose 

irregular migration or security risks to the EU. Soon after, certain visa-free agreements were 

ceased. This change was prompted by EU standards and a significant increase in irregular 

entries of citizens from Burundi, India and Guinea Bissau, and Tunisia, which compelled Serbia 

to reintroduce the visa regime with these nations. 

The influence of politics extends into various aspects of state functioning and citizens' lives. 

This political context also affected the functioning of actors within the National Referral 

Mechanism (NRM) for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings, primarily due to the 

involvement of state bodies and institutions at the national and local levels. Notably, the focus 

on elections and the subsequent post-election period led to delays in the constitution and 

consolidation of these state bodies and institutions. 

Socio-Economic Context 

In terms of the economy, Serbia exhibit resilience despite global economic challenges. The 

country's economic growth remained slightly positive, driven by sectors such as manufacturing, 

agriculture, and foreign direct investments (FDI). Serbia continued to attract foreign direct 

investment in 2023, with a particular focus on infrastructure projects and technology-related 

 
12 Freedom House. (2023). Serbia: Freedom in the World 2022 Country Report 
13 Freedom House. (2022). Serbia: Freedom in the World 2021 Country Report 
14 Tepavac T. (2023) The Long Summer of 2023: Why do we need to talk about the protests in Serbia?; The Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung 
15 EU Commission. Directorate-General for Neighborhood and Enlargement Negotiations. (2022). Serbia 2022 Report. 
16 Kovačević, N. (15/05/23). Access Procedure and Registration in Serbia. AIDA ECRE. 

https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-10/Serbia%20Report%202022.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_3964
https://www.mfa.gov.rs/en/citizens/travel-serbia/visa-regime/burundi
https://www.schengenvisainfo.com/news/serbia-introduces-visas-for-nationals-of-india-guinea-bissau-from-january-1-2023/
http://tunis.mfa.gov.rs/consularservicestext.php?subaction=showfull&id=1348565352&ucat=17&template=MeniENG&#:~:text=Starting%20from%20November%2020th%2C%20citizens,for%20the%20Republic%20of%20Serbia.
https://freedomhouse.org/country/serbia/freedom-world/2022
https://freedomhouse.org/country/serbia/freedom-world/2022
https://rs.boell.org/en/2023/08/08/long-summer-2023-why-do-we-need-talk-about-protests-serbia
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-10/Serbia%20Report%202022.pdf
https://asylumineurope.org/reports/country/serbia/asylum-procedure/access-procedure-and-registration/access-territory-and-push-backs/
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industries. At the same time, Serbia is facing challenges like high food and energy prices, 

persistent high inflation, and uncertainty, as well as weak trading partner growth. In addition, 

Serbia faced ongoing fiscal challenges. The high public debt-to-GDP ratio management of 

public finances remained a concern. 1718 

The recent period has been marked by Chinese investments, including the completion of the 

Belgrade-Budapest railway, illustrated China efforts to strengthen economic ties with non-

Western partners, and the global economic influence of China and its Belt and Road Initiative. 

According to the Balkan Investigative Reporting Network (BIRN), China invested €32 billion in 

the region in 2009-2021. In Serbia alone, Chinese investments reached €10.3 billion19. The 

latest data from 2022 shows that the investment from China, totaling €1.4 billion, almost 

reached the level of the combined FDI from all 27 EU members at €1.46 billion.20 

Serbia’s Human Development Index - HDI value for 2019 is 0.806— which puts Serbia in the 

remarkably high human development category—positioning it at 64 out of 189 countries and 

territories. However, the Human inequality coefficient is equal to 12.1 percent.21  

The socio-political context in Serbia has been turbulent in recent years and this was further 

complicated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Some additional relevant economic indicators: 

- The minimum wage in Serbia is around 300€ and is received by about 350,000 workers, 

which is about 15 percent of all employees. (source UGS “Independence” and NGO 

A11) 

- The minimum consumer basket in July 2023 was 52,063.5 RSD (442EUR) which is 

26% higher than the net minimum wage for the same month - 38,640 RSD (328 EUR). 

- 20 percent of the richest have ten times the equivalent income (household income 

distributed to household members) than 20 percent of the poorest. (Eurostat, 2018). 

- According to the Commitment to Reducing Inequality Index, Serbia is at the bottom of 

Europe and 84th on the list of 154 countries in the world. 

- 66% of households in Serbia are financially burdened with housing costs (Eurostat, 

2018). 

- In 2019, there were 226,897 social assistance beneficiaries in Serbia. 

- The nominal amount of financial social assistance for an individual in Serbia is RSD 

8,626.00 (70€). 

These economic challenges have had significant consequences on vulnerable populations, 

impacting their overall health and well-being. The economic repercussions and widespread 

poverty, coupled with limited opportunities for a dignified life, have created conditions in which 

certain vulnerable groups, notably the Roma population, migrants, women, and children, find 

themselves preyed upon by human traffickers. Regrettably, certain sectors responsible for 

addressing this pressing issue have been slow to recognize and respond to the problem on 

time. 

Furthermore, the reduction in funding allocated to support services for trafficking victims, 

including the closure of the CPTV shelter, has compounded the challenges. Tragically, many 

victims have fallen out of the support system, exacerbated by the overall economic hardship 

experienced by citizens. Consequently, this dire situation has increased the risk of re-trafficking 

 
17 US Department of State. (2023). 2023 Investment Climate Statements: Serbia. 
18 International Monetary Fund. (2023). Serbia: Staff Concluding Statement of the First Review Under the Stand-By Arrangement and the 2023 

Article IV Mission. 
19 Stojkovski B. at al. (2021). China in the Balkans: Controversy and Cost. Balkan Investigative Reporting Network (BIRN). 
20 Vladisavljev S. (2023). How Did China Become the Largest Investor in Serbia? China Observers in Central and Eastern Europe (CHOICE). 
21 Country profile, methodology and explanatory report available at: 
https://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/SRB (retrieved March 29, 2022) 

https://www.ebrd.com/what-we-do/belt-and-road/overview.html
https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-investment-climate-statements/serbia/
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2023/04/05/serbia-staff-concluding-statement-first-review-under-stand-by-arrangement-2023-article-iv-mission
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2023/04/05/serbia-staff-concluding-statement-first-review-under-stand-by-arrangement-2023-article-iv-mission
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/12/15/china-in-the-balkans-controversy-and-cost/
https://chinaobservers.eu/how-did-china-become-the-largest-investor-in-serbia/
https://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/SRB
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for sexual exploitation. While officially, only five such cases have been recorded, reputable 

CSOs suspect that the actual number may be significantly higher. 

Position of the civil society in Serbia 

Civil society in Serbia has seen no recent improvements in its relationship with the government 

authorities. On the contrary, control of the regime has increased, potentially limiting freedom 

of expression. The government of Serbia adopted the Action Plan 2022-202322 for 

implementing the Strategy to establish an encouraging atmosphere for civil society 

development, yet with no consultations and with minimal engagement from civil society in this 

process. Although there were a few attempts to engage civil society, the CSOs' involvement in 

consultative processes and public debates is limited, and suggestions from civil society often 

go unheeded. 

One of the key issues is the lack of state funding for civil society, especially licensed support 

services. To address these challenges, Serbia needs an effective dialogue between the state 

and civil sector. Update the NRM by formalizing cooperation with NGOs and delegating 

specific roles and responsibilities to government agencies. 

Establish transparent standards and procedures for NGOs to obtain licenses for providing 

support services. 

Allocate adequate funding to NGOs providing victim support services. 

2023 JTIP Report Recommendations 

 

  

 
22 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 23/22 

https://www.pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/SlGlasnikPortal/eli/rep/sgrs/vlada/strategija/2022/23/2
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Trafficking in Human Beings - Context Analyses and Desk Research 

For many years human trafficking in Serbia has been mostly internal, meaning that Victims of 

human trafficking were domestic persons, while exploitation also took place in Serbia. Serbia 

stays to a lesser extent a country of origin for Serbians trafficked abroad, and in some cases 

a country of transit and destination for foreign victims of trafficking. Among identified cases of 

internal human trafficking, the most usual form is still sexual exploitation, and to a lesser extent 

labor exploitation, while mixed forms of exploitation (sexual, for criminal purposes or labor) and 

forced marriage are the most prevalent types of exploitation of Serbians trafficked abroad. 

The US State Department, in its 2001 Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Report classified the 

Republic of Serbia into Tier 3, assessing that it did not fulfill minimum standards in combating 

human trafficking. One year later, Serbia passed into Tier 2, but already in the 2004 TIP 

Report, it was put in Tier 2 Watch List. After a prolonged period during which Serbia held 

a Tier 2 status, it has transited again on the Tier 2 Watchlist for the last two years 

(2022-2023). 

 

Some of the milestones in Serbia's efforts to suppress THB over the past 20+ years 

Ratification of International Agreements 

Serbia signed and ratified the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime and its 

Protocols in 200123. 

The Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (CoE AT 

Convention) was ratified on April 14, 200924. 

Legislation and Legal Framework 

Human trafficking was criminalized for the first time in the Criminal Law of Serbia in Article 111b 

in April 200325. 

The criminal offense of human trafficking was further developed in the Criminal Code of the 

Republic of Serbia in 2005, and its amendments in 2009, specifically in Articles 388 and 38926. 

Coordinating Bodies 

In 2001, the first national coordinator for combating THB was appointed within the Ministry of 

Interior (MoI). Soon after, the National Team for Combating THB was established as a forum 

for cooperation between governmental, non-governmental, and international actors. 

The Office of the National Coordinator for Suppressing THB was established in 2017 within the 

Police Directorate of the MoI. The National AT Coordinator is responsible for coordinating the 

efforts of all relevant AT stakeholders. 

The first Anti Trafficking Council (AT Council) was established by the Government in mid-

December 200427. In accordance with the new Strategy for the Prevention and Suppression of 

trafficking in human beings from 2017, AT Council was formed by the Government of Serbia 

(GoS) during the same year, as its advisory body with the mandate to coordinate national and 

 
23 The Law ratifying the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime and Protocols Thereto, Official Journal FRY – International Treaties, 

no. 6/2001. 
24 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 19/2009. 
25 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 39/2003 and 67/2003. 
26 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 85/2005, 88/2005 - correction., 107/2005 - correction, 72/2009, 111/2009, 121/2012, 104/2013, 

108/2014, 94/2016 and 35/2019). 
27 Government’s decision to set up the Anti Trafficking Council no 02-6783/2004-1, 14 October 2004. 
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international activities in the fight against THB, review relevant international reports and 

suggest measures to be taken to comply with their recommendations. 

Victim Assistance Initiatives 

The Agency for Coordination of Protection of VoTs was established in March 2004 to act as a 

coordination center in organizing assistance and protection for trafficked victims in Serbia. Prior 

to its establishment, this support was provided exclusively by CSOs.28 

To address the issues in the Agency's operations, to enhance efficiency, and to improve the 

identification and support of VoTs, the Center for the Protection of Trafficking Victims (CPTV) 

was established in April 2012. Alongside the imperative for better regulation of the Agency's 

functions, this initiative was in harmony with the comprehensive reform of the social system in 

Serbia. The establishment of CPTV was prompted by the adoption of the Regulation on the 

Network of Social Protection. 

The Guidelines for Standard Operating Procedures in the Treatment of Trafficking Victims was 

adopted for the first time in 2008. The second and the currently valid version of SOPs was 

adopted in January 2019. 

Strategic Documents 

The National AT Strategy was adopted in December 2006. Following this, the National Plan of 

Action to Combat Trafficking in Human Beings for the period 2009-2011 was accepted in May 

2009. Later, the second Strategy for the Prevention and Suppression of trafficking in human 

beings, especially women and children, and victim protection for the period 2017-2022, 

accompanied by an Action Plan for the period of 2017-2018, was endorsed by the Government 

on August 4, 2017. Subsequently, the Action Plan for the period 2019-2020 was adopted on 

July 12, 2019. 

National Rapporteur 

In November 2021, Serbia enacted a new Law on the Protector of Citizens (Ombudsman)29, 

appointing a National Rapporteur30 to monitor AT activities of state institutions and the 

implementation of national legislation requirements, as stipulated in Article 29 of the CoE AT 

Convention. The Protector of Citizens (Ombudsman) and his appointed deputy will be acting 

as the National Rapporteur on Trafficking in Human Beings. 

Data on Trafficking in Human Beings (2021-August 31, 2023) 

From 2021 until August 31, 2023, a total of 146 victims of trafficking were identified (23 men, 

62 women, 12 boys, and 49 girls). Observed by year: in 2021 – 46, in 2022 – 62, and in 2023 

– 38 identified victims in total (please see Graph 1). In the last three years, transgender 

individuals have not been identified as victims of human trafficking. 

During the period covered by this report, the number of identified adults was higher (60-63%) 

than minors (37%-41.5%), except for 2023, when the number of identified adult and child 

victims of human trafficking was equal, as of August 2023. Girls were the most common victims 

of sexual exploitation and forced marriages, while boys fell victim to multiple forms of 

exploitation, including labor exploitation. 

The percentage of identified trafficked women consistently remained at a high level. In 2021, 

80% of all identified victims of trafficking were female. In 2022, a similar pattern persisted with 

 
28 The establishment of the Agency in 2004 was preceded by a less successful attempt, and that initiative did not have its conclusion. 
29 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 105/2021. 
30 According to the EU Directive of 2011 on Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Human Beings, EU Member States are obliged to establish the 

institute of the National Rapporteur on Trafficking in Human Beings or a similar mechanism. 
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79% being female survivors. During the first eight months of 2023, the proportion of identified 

women and girls who are victims of trafficking has slightly decreased, now accounting for 

around 67%. Generally, over the past twenty years, this percentage has fluctuated between 

65% and 95%. 

Finally, the number of migrants among identified victims of trafficking is still low. 

Graph 1: Formally identified VoTs in Serbia 2021 – August 31, 2023 

 

Source: Center for the protection of trafficking victims, September 2023 

During the period covered in this assessment, 61(41.5%) of all identified victims were children. 

As it was mentioned above, during 2023 (January – August), an equal number of children and 

adults were identified as victims of human trafficking. At the end of the year, it will be possible 

to conduct a proper statistical analysis, given that the identification procedures are ongoing for 

a certain number of presumed victims referred to CPTV, both adults and children. As for the 

gender of the trafficked children - most victims were girls – 49 (80%) out of 61 (graph 2). 

Graph 2: Gender of VoTs identified in Serbia 2021 – August 31, 2023 

 

Source: Center for the protection of trafficking victims, September 2023 
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The forms of exploitation of trafficked persons in Serbia for the period 2021-2023 are presented 

in graph 3. According to the official data31, the most prevalent form of trafficking is sexual 

exploitation. This is followed by labor exploitation and mixed forms of exploitation32, as well as 

forced marriages. When analyzing cases of multiple exploitation, one of the forms that is almost 

always present is sexual exploitation. This is especially the case when the victims are women 

and girls. 

The findings of GRETA, outlined in the report by the former Secretary General of the Council 

of Europe, “Ready for Future Challenges - Reinforcing the Council of Europe” identified labor 

trafficking as one of the major challenges facing Europe. 

The number of labor exploitation cases has been identified in a larger number among adults. 

However, during the year 2021, mostly children were subjected to labor exploitation. 

Some KIs, particularly those from CSOs, share the perspective that the number of labor 

exploitation cases is likely higher, emphasizing the considerable challenges in identification. 

Unfortunately, there is a clear absence of political will to address potential human trafficking 

cases within companies that operate as foreign direct investments in Serbia. This issue is 

particularly pronounced in the context of Chinese companies like Linglong in Zrenjanin, ZiDjin 

in Bor, and others. 

According to ASTRA report33, in 2021 Chinese company Linglong International Europe Ltd. 

hired contractor China Energy Engineering Group Tianjin Electric Power Construction for a 

car tire factory in Zrenjanin, Serbia. They recruited workers from Vietnam through various 

agencies, resulting in an estimated 600 to 1,200 Vietnamese laborers arriving in Serbia 

without any prior contact or contracts with the Chinese company. Concerning reports 

emerged in Zrenjanin in fall 2021, including unusual animal traps. Soon after, independent 

investigative journalists visited the site, revealing worker conditions that trigger a strong 

response from local and national CSOs, media, and activists. 

Appalled by the workers' dire circumstances and the absence of basic necessities, activists 

and CSOs collected goods and provided assistance. CSOs investigations unveiled restricted 

freedom of movement, missing passports, excessive work hours, inadequate protective 

gear, and abusive Chinese managers. Organizations focused on anti-trafficking, human, and 

labor rights sent an official report to Serbian authorities in November 2021. Parallely, they 

offered direct support, organized field visits, and maintained communication with the 

workers. In response, the only significant action regarding this issue, the company and 

authorities moved some of the workers from unsafe barracks to slightly better 

accommodation. Many Vietnamese workers returned home around the Tet holiday in 

February 2022. Workers who left either waited for the employer to buy tickets or they 

purchased them. The workers that ASTRA was in contact with reported that no new 

Vietnamese workers replaced those who left. 

In 2022, Linglong faced protests by Serbian workers over harsh conditions and 

mistreatment. Some workers spoke out anonymously, fearing for their and their family safety. 

Furthermore, Chinese workers, who had previously stayed quiet, initiated a strike in June 

2022 due to unpaid wages and inadequate provisions. Soon, according to unconfirmed 

reports from the workers (now mostly Serbian) the situation in the company grew chaotic 

with work delays and financial issues. 

 
31 Center for the protection of trafficking victims (CPTV) runs official statistics on victims’ identification. 
32 The term multiple exploitations is used by CPTV synonymously as an expression of mixed forms of exploitation (often used by UNODC and other 
relevant global actors). 
33 ASTRA. Would You Really Buy This? (2022). 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LUZR7VYImVYW5IE7YOvU421oqVyZ9Leu/view
https://en.linglong.cn/content/details34_38475.html
https://listzrenjanin.com/milena-romaneli-upravnica-lovista-o-pripremama-za-zimski-period/
https://voice.org.rs/vise-od-750-vijetnamaca-i-kineza-u-industrijskoj-zoni-zrenjanin-beznade-nevidljivih/
https://voice.org.rs/vise-od-750-vijetnamaca-i-kineza-u-industrijskoj-zoni-zrenjanin-beznade-nevidljivih/
https://www.vietnamonline.com/tet.html
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Serbian authorities were unresponsive. 

2023 TIP Report: 

In 2021, the CPTV did not provide information on, nor notified all relevant stakeholders of 

whether it interviewed the Vietnamese workers in the PRC-owned factory or conducted an 

official victim assessment in this case. 

This situation raises concerns about the well-being of domestic and foreign workers and 

underscores the pressing need for stronger oversight and enforcement measures to protect 

the rights and welfare of those exploited by these companies. 

Finally, forced marriages are more often identified among children, to be precise - girls. 

Although it is a more common form of child trafficking, forced marriages have been identified 

in three cases of adult women. 

Graph 3: Forms of THB and age of the victims in Serbia 2021 – August 31, 2023 

 

Source: Center for the protection of trafficking victims, September 2023 

The cases of trafficking for the purpose of organ removal and for the pornographic purposes 

have not been registered in the official statistics during the period covered by this report. While 

no officially identified victims of these types of exploitation have been reported, there is a 

potential concern that specific cases have remained under the radar or have not been officially 

documented. 

This is especially relevant in cases of trafficking for pornographic purposes. For instance, in 

the 2022 the Office of the Public Prosecutor reported on the suppression of crime and the 

protection of constitutionality and legality34. It is mentioned that one criminal report was filed 

for the offense of 'Abuse of Computer Networks or other Technical Means of Communication 

for Committing Criminal Offenses against the Sexual Freedom of Minors' (Article 185b of the 

Criminal Code35). Notably, this data does not appear in the official statistics pertaining to human 

trafficking and child exploitation. 

 
34 Rad javnih tužilaštava na suzbijanju kriminaliteta i zaštiti ustavnosti i zakonitosti u 2022. godini. (2023). Office of the Public Prosecutor. 
35 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 85/2005, 88/2005 - amend 107/2005 - amend, 72/2009, 111/2009, 121/2012, 104/2013, 108/2014, 
94/2016 and 35/2019. 
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Like in the previous years, most of the trafficked persons identified – 86 (80%), were domestic 

persons exploited in Serbia (internally). The ratio of domestic and foreign persons trafficked in 

Serbia, as well as domestic persons exploited abroad36, is presented in graph 4.37 

Graph 4: Origin of identified THB victims in Serbia 2021 – August 31, 2022 

 

Source: Center for the protection of trafficking victims, September 2023 

According to the 2021 US State Department TIP report, thousands of migrants and refugees 

from the Middle East, Africa, and Asia transiting through or left stranded in Serbia are 

vulnerable to trafficking within Serbia. Regrettably, the identification of trafficking victims among 

migrants and refugees remains low. In total, ten persons among migrant and refugee 

populations have been identified as victims of trafficking over the past three years, according 

to data received from the CPTV for the purpose of this assessment: 

- In 2021, there was one THB case of unaccompanied girl from Eritrea. 

- In 2022, this increased to five (two female VoTs from Cameroon and three victims from 

Uganda, DR Congo, and Tunisia). 

- In 2023, there were four THB cases in total (additional data is not available) as of 

August 2023. 

One explanation provided to GRETA experts38 by the CPVT is that this is partly due to the 

difficulty in interviewing presumed victims among population of migrants and refugees. Many 

of them are on the move and may leave the country within a short period, making it challenging 

to conduct comprehensive interviews. 

For the 2022 report, CPTV changed the way data is presented and conducted additional 

analysis. In the context of sexual exploitation of VoTs, the majority are girls (13 out of 14 

victims) with an average age of 14 years. 

 

The data reveals that in 88% of cases, the exploiter was previously known to the victim. These 

individuals include friends, acquaintances, parents, relatives, partners, or employers. In only 

12% of cases, exploitation is carried out by someone unknown to the victim. 

 
36 According to ASTRA's 2022 Annual Report, among preventive and educational calls on the ASTRA SOS Helpline, Israel stands out as the 

destination country most inquired about by clients in 2022. In the context of the conflicts in Israel and Palestine, this data deserves additional attention 

from relevant institutions in Serbia to ensure the timely repatriation of at-risk workers from Serbia. 
37 Data regarding the origin of the VoTs for the year 2023 is not yet available. 
38 Council of Europe GRETA. (2023). Evaluation Report Serbia (GRETA(2023)09). 
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https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-trafficking-in-persons-report/
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1q4XcirW1I4GQLWSKBd3uNXh0ju1dIU_V/view
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The misuse of information technology for human trafficking is becoming increasingly 

common. According to CPTV 2022 report, in 25% of cases, traffickers use these means to 

recruit, coerce, control victims, or offer their services. This is particularly prevalent in cases 

of sexual exploitation, accounting for as much as 51%. 

The CSO Atina study39, covering the experiences of 178 girls and women in Serbia from 

2015 to 2020, reveals a disturbing surge in digital violence during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

VoTs in the digital sphere often face violence from unknown individuals or online 

acquaintances. Cyberstalking, the most common form of digital violence, affects mainly 

acquaintances, family members, and partners. Even 65% of respondents encountered 

digital threats to coerce them into altering or withdrawing legal statements. Digital violence 

now serves as a crucial tool for coercion, threats, humiliation, unauthorized recordings, and 

explicit material distribution, even involving minors. Atina's research underscores that 40% 

of digital abuses originate from unknown individuals, while 20% come from acquaintances. 

Cyberstalking affects 55% of respondents. Furthermore, 63% faced unauthorized recording 

and dissemination of explicit content. Approximately 30% of VoTs were recruited online, 

often leading to further exploitation. Most recruitment (51%) occurred through individuals 

known to the victims, employing methods such as false advertisements, deceptive job offers, 

and financial assistance. This often resulted in financial gain for the perpetrators. The report 

also reveals that 29% of respondents were blackmailed with threats of exposing explicit 

content or personal information to their families, while 21% faced threats of public disclosure 

on various websites. 

In Atina's 2022 analysis40, the focus was primarily on the general population of high school 

girls from senior year. As much as 78% of respondents believe they are not as safe in the 

digital space. More than half of the girls (53.2%) reported experiencing digital violence, and 

a similar percentage knew a peer who had experienced it. Also, 53.2% of the respondents 

stated that girls cannot be blamed for the violence they experience, regardless of the content 

they share online. On the other hand, a quarter of the respondents felt that girls have a 

responsibility to choose the content they post online. Only about 10% of the respondents 

would decide to report digital violence. KIs have highlighted that most VoTs are recruited 

during the job-seeking process. 

An interesting data from ASTRA and SeConS' 2021 study41, states that the primary channels 

for research participants to secure employment were through personal connections, such as 

relatives or friends from Serbia or abroad (84.6%). Internet platforms were the next most 

common channel (8%), while formal institutions like the National Employment Service were 

used by less than 1% of respondents from the general population. 

In practice, according to ASTRA SOS Helpline42, the situation has somewhat reversed for 

their clients. Namely, job offers were most frequently found through advertisements posted 

on social networks and specialized websites, and to a slightly lesser extent through 

recommendations from acquaintances. 

 

 
39 Atina. (2020). Behind the screens: Analysis of human trafficking victims' abuse in digital surroundings. 
40 Atina. (2022). In Front of the Screens: Research on Gender-Based Violence in the Digital Environment. (available in Serbian) 
41 ASTRA. (2022). Trgovina ljudima u Srbiji presek stanja u kontekstu 21. veka. (available in Serbian) 
42 ASTRA. (2023). Annual Report 2022. 

https://centarzztlj.rs/statisticki-podaci/
http://atina.org.rs/sites/default/files/Behind%20the%20screens%20Analysis%20of%20human%20trafficking%20victims%27%20abuse%20in%20digital%20surroundings.pdf
http://www.atina.org.rs/en/%E2%80%9C-front-screens%E2%80%9D-research-gender-based-violence-digital-environment
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14rdXnjJbZmI-GOGsygJ4X1P9YIT_RfE9/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1q4XcirW1I4GQLWSKBd3uNXh0ju1dIU_V/view
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Gender Aspect of Trafficking in Human Beings 

According to the European Parliamentary Research Service (2016), the gender dimension of 

THB is essential to ensure adequate support for the victims as well as effective prevention43.  

Trafficking is described as a gendered phenomenon44. The majority of identified cases still tend 

to be related to trafficking for sexual exploitation, where the victims are predominantly women 

and girls. 

Graph 5: Gender of VoTs in Serbia 2021 – 

August 2023    

Graph 6: Gender of VoTs in Serbia 2018 – 

2020 

  

 Source: CPTV annual reports 2018-2022 and semi-annual report for 2023 

Men continue to be the largest proportion of formally identified victims of trafficking for labor 

exploitation, however, the number of women identified as VoTs of this type of exploitation has 

risen since 2016.  

As for labor exploitation, some of the industries that are considered with the highest risk for 

women are agriculture, textiles and footwear production, tourism and hospitality, etc. Many of 

them are operating in a grey area, including elderly and child-care services. And in cases when 

they are formally employed, the vast majority of women work for minimum wages, and the 

most vulnerable are employed in the so-called 'screwdriver industry', including manual jobs 

like manufacturing, gluing/assembling, etc.  

No transgender victim of THB has been identified in this period45. The data shows that among 

the identified trafficked persons, even in the period before 2021, transgender individuals have 

not been identified. However, professionals with extensive experience in the field reasonably 

conclude that the hidden or unreported cases are certainly present when it comes to the 

trafficking of transgender individuals. This should be another area of intervention, including 

professional education, awareness-raising, and outreach work through collaboration with 

LGBTQI+ organizations. 

As for the service provision, the needs are assessed, and services are offered rather based 

on the type of exploitation survived than the individual needs of identified adults and/or 

 
43 European Parliamentary Research Service. (2016). Trafficking in Human Beings from a Gender Perspective: Directive 2011/36/EU - European 

Implementation Assessment. 
44 Voronova, S., Radjenovic, A., (2016). The gender dimension of human trafficking, EPRS Briefing, European Parliament. 

45 “There are some cases of transgender persons trafficked for the purpose of sexual exploitation, but this aspect is not sufficiently taken into account 

in assistance projects.” Council of Europe. Gender mainstreaming in thematic areas: Gender equality and trafficking in human beings . 
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Among the trafficked women, a significant 78% had previous experience of violence. None 

of them had a permanent job immediately before the exploitation, and all of them had 

experience in irregular, seasonal, and generally insecure jobs. 

ASTRA. (2023). Annual Report 2022. 

https://www.masina.rs/eng/what-will-the-law-on-seasonal-work-bring-to-women-who-are-employed-to-clean-tidy-up-and-care-for-children-and-the-elderly/
https://rm.coe.int/gender-mainstreaming-toolkit-21-gender-equality-and-trafficking-in-hum/168092e9ed
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children46. There is still no solution on urgent accommodation for men, but also the emergency 

state shelter for trafficked women was not operational from September 2020 till the beginning 

of 202347, while victims support still hugely relies on NGO funds and foreign donors. 

Preliminary and Formal Identification. Victim Assistance. 

The Republic of Serbia has established a robust framework to combat human trafficking, 

including legislative measures and institutions. Notably, it pioneered the development of the 

National Referral Mechanism (NRM)48 as early as the 2000s49. Over time, the Serbian NRM 

has evolved into a centralized system for identifying and supporting victims, that includes the 

Office of the National Anti-trafficking Coordinator, the Centre for the Protection of Trafficking 

Victims, Standard Operating Procedures for Victims (SOPs), and specialized anti-trafficking 

organizations. In Serbia, the system of VoTs identification is not linked to criminal 

investigations, the prosecution of traffickers, or the results of court proceedings. Instead, 

victims are regarded as individuals in need of social welfare assistance, and the relevant 

regulations are outlined in the Social Protection Law and related guidelines. 

As a key actor of the National Referral Mechanism, the CPTV was created to conduct the 

process of identification of victims and to provide them with emergency assistance. The CPTV 

is the sole authority mandated to formally identify VoTs. It was established by the Government 

of the Republic of Serbia in 2012 as a governmental institution in the social protection system. 

It is divided into two units: the protection agency and the emergency reception center. CPTV 

is independent in its operation, which means that it is not required to consider the assessment 

of other competent institutions. In cases of identified victims, the CPTV informs other relevant 

actors in the protection system, and/or refers victims to relevant instances. 

According to Article 9 of the CPTV Statute, the agency is established to: “…assess the 

situation, needs, strengths and risks of human trafficking, and based on the set indicators 

which point out that a person is a victim, conducts the identification within the legal framework 

in the field of registered activity. All of this is done to provide appropriate help and support for 

victims, and to assess other important people in the victim’s environment.” So, namely, one of 

the main tasks of the CPTV includes identification of trafficking in human beings (THB) 

victims50. 

After the preliminary identification is done by the range of actors listed above, and when the 

CPTV receives information of a case of presumed victim, its’ representatives are obliged to 

directly contact this person and initiate an admission assessment and with it a procedure of 

formal identification. 

In most cases, reports originate from the police authorities 51 and / or the social protection 

system, but cases are also referred by civil society organizations (CSOs) and international 

organizations. Specialist anti-trafficking CSOs contribute to the identification of victims (most 

often ASTRA and Atina) through their ongoing work with groups at risk, SOS Help line, field 

assessments mobile teams, etc. 

 

 
46 Ivana Radović. (March 2020). Gender Analysis of Combating Human Trafficking in Serbia, Council of Europe, Belgrade. Project: Preventing and 

combating trafficking in human beings in Serbia (HF 26) - Horizontal Facility in Serbia - phase 2 
47 The VoTs were accommodated in the CSO Atina shelter – assisted housing. 
48 OSCE ODIHR. (2004). National Referral Mechanisms: Joining Efforts to Protect the rights of Trafficked Persons. A Practical Handbook. 
49 Liliana Sorrentino. (2019). Assessment of the national referral Mechanism for victims of trafficking In the republic of Serbia. ASTRA. 
50 The CPTV’s beneficiaries are all groups of THB victims regardless their gender, age, nationality, types of exploitation etc. 
51 According to the CPTV Statistical report for 2022, the number of detected cases of human trafficking by the Ministry of Interior dropped drastically 

by a third. 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/belgrade/horizontal-facility-in-serbia-phase-2
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Chart 1: Steps in Preliminary and Formal Identification of VoTs 

 

Besides identification, according to the CPTV Statute, Agency is responsible for the overall 

coordination of all parties at the national level and activities related to the protection of rights 

and interests of trafficking victims, including risks and needs assessment, provision of 

emergency shelter to the victims of trafficking, developing and monitoring implementation of 

individual protection service plans, referrals to other specialized services, coordination of 

activities related to the preparation of victims to participate in proceedings, and managing 

databases on VoTs. 

The framework for the operation of the National Referral Mechanism is outlined in the 

document titled Standard Operating Procedures for the Treatment of Victims of Trafficking 

(SOPs). This document, adopted in January 2019, aims to enhance collaboration among all 

relevant stakeholders at local, national, regional, and international levels to protect the human 

rights of trafficking victims. These procedures encompass various activities, including the 

identification, referral, support, and protection of trafficked victims, offering assistance and 

support during criminal proceedings and property claims realization, as well as facilitating the 

voluntary return of victim. 

Although the plan was to update the SOPs annually, to keep up with all the changes in the 

field, this has not been done by the conclusion of this assessment. Despite the preparation of 

a new version in 2020, which was set to be adopted at that time, the SOPs has not been 

updated annually as originally planned.52 

 

 

 
52 Other relevant document is Standard Operating Procedures of the Republic of Serbia for the Prevention and Protection of Refugees and Migrants 

from Gender-Based Violence, adopted at the end of 2019, as well as List for faster screening of human trafficking risk among refugee children and 

migrants in mixed migration. 

Preliminary Identification (Multisectoral approach)

Centre for Protection of Trafficking Victims | 
Agency for Coordination of Assistance

Visiting the location - first direct contact

Admission assessment

Planning and protection

Repeated examination

Formal Identification of a Person as Human 
Trafficking Victim

https://media.srbija.gov.rs/medsrp/dokumenti/01.SOP+final+250119.pdf
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Gaps and Challenges 

Identification 

A significant number of presumed trafficking victims are denied formal identification due to 

systemic screening challenges and shortcomings. This impedes victims’ protection, worsened 

by the lack of review options and other contributing factors. The primary points of contact with 

trafficked persons include law enforcement, local Social Work Centers (CSWs), and civil 

society organizations. These initial responders have the responsibility of directing presumed 

victims to the CPTV, which handles a substantial number of referrals and cases with minimal 

personnel and financial resources. To illustrate their demanding workload, the number of CPTV 

professional staff members varies from four to six, depending on the year, budget, and the 

contributions through various internationally funded projects, which cover the entire territory of 

Serbia. 

Therefore, the CPTV should prioritize its core responsibilities in improving victim identification 

and coordinating support, which are in line with its mandate, rather than getting involved in 

direct assistance, which falls outside its scope. By working outside of their much-needed initial 

scope of work, they impede with the domain of other institutions, unintentionally contributing 

to the shrinking of civil society space.53 

Likewise, a significant challenge with the current NRM lies in its overly formalized and 

centralized victim identification process with excessively high threshold and criteria. This 

restricts victims' access to their rightful international law protections. To be recognized as a 

victim, one must undergo rigid formal approval by the CPTV, even though such formal and 

inflexible recognition is not mandated by the international standards54. Besides, the victim 

identification process lacks a multi-agency approach, neglecting involvement from various 

sectors, including civil society. This way, the perspectives of other actors are excluded, as well 

as the ability to promptly spot and address discrepancies/mistakes during the identification 

process.  

Certain types of exploitation, especially forced criminality, labor, domestic servitude, are 

challenging to detect due to factors like lack of awareness, knowledge, and insufficient 

proactive efforts in the field, especially with vulnerable populations like the Roma, migrants, 

and Serbian citizens returned under readmission agreements, etc. 

Victim Assistance 

According to the SOPs, the CPTV provides assistance to presumed victims, offering support 

during the identification process. Those granted victim status receive extended support. 

Victims are provided with emergency assistance, including material aid, basic medical 

services, accommodation, and legal representation in criminal proceedings. Nevertheless, 

 
53 Article 6 of the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United 

Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime. (2000). United Nations Treaty Series. or Article 10 of the Council of Europe Convention 

on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings. (2005). Council of Europe Treaty Series, No. 197. 
54 Liliana Sorrentino. (2019). Assessment of the national referral Mechanism for victims of trafficking In the republic of Serbia. ASTRA. 

Each Party shall provide its competent authorities with persons who are trained and qualified 

in preventing and combating trafficking in human beings, in identifying and helping victims, 

including children, and shall ensure that the different authorities collaborate with each other 

as well as with relevant support organisations, so that victims can be identified in a procedure 

duly taking into account the special situation of women and child victims. 

Article 10 of the Council of Europe Anti-Trafficking Convention 

https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XVIII-12-a&chapter=18&clang=_en
https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list?module=treaty-detail&treatynum=197
https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list?module=treaty-detail&treatynum=197
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these services often have limitations, such as the absence of psychosocial support and limited 

legal assistance. Male victims face additional challenges as there is no shelter or similar safe 

accommodation available for them.  

The CPTV refers cases to CSWs for local services and health institutions for basic medical 

care and psychosocial support. However, local CSWs are resource-constrained and offer a 

limited range of direct victim support. CPTV also makes referrals to civil society organizations 

like Atina or ASTRA for accommodation and reintegration programs. Unfortunately, referrals to 

specialized CSOs' services are limited, even though some of these services are licensed. Their 

expertise and capacities are underutilized, or this is done ad hoc and based on assessments 

by the CPTV that are not transparent enough for CSOs. CSOs primarily rely on donor funding, 

highlighting the need for public funding to support and expand victim assistance programs. 

The additional problem is the leakage of information from the ongoing investigations (from 

police) to the media, which is unfortunately common in such cases. This raises significant 

concerns and leads to a complete absence of measures to protect victim confidentiality. An 

alarming example of this was the Ministry of Interior's release of information about a trafficker 

who happened to be the victim's father, which subsequently allowed the media to readily 

identify the victim55. 

While the Law on Health stipulates that healthcare for victims of human trafficking is free of 

charge, in practice, the beneficiaries of health insurance continuously encounter problems due 

to the lack of knowledge of healthcare staff about regulations and procedures when working 

with victims. This lack of understanding compounds additional trauma and distress 

experienced by victims of trafficking. 

The child victim identification and protection rely on the child protection system, primarily 

managed by local Centers for Social Work (CSWs). In all cases related to trafficking in children, 

they are obliged to cooperate with CPTV. However, CSWs face limitations in resources and 

capacity for comprehensive individual assessments and specialized care services. For 

instance, temporary guardians might be responsible for an excessive number of children, 

surpassing child protection minimum standards56. Additionally, there are additional worries on 

the risk of abuse and exploitation for migrant and refugee children and their access to the 

protection and support system, especially for unaccompanied or separated children. 

Specialized support programs and accommodation for child victims are chronically lacking. 

The practical implementation of the UNCRC guidelines of best interest of a child, which are 

incorporated in Serban legislation, underline the need for determination process and identifying 

durable solutions for each child victim, which poses another challenge. 57. 

The Social Protection Law58 (Article 36) stipulates that the beneficiary has the right to a free 

choice of services. According to the SOPs, victims should be informed about the services 

available and choose, according to their own will and their best interest, service/service 

provider they want to use. However, beneficiaries at state shelters lack the freedom to use 

mobile phones freely or leave the shelter unaccompanied. These restrictions have led many 

beneficiaries to leave the state shelter at their own risk. Additionally, taking into account the 

support capacities for child VoTs, it is needed to mention that some essential services are 

lacking, they are not sufficiently effective, or their geographical distribution is uneven as they 

are primarily centralized in the largest urban areas. For instance, social inclusion services must 

 
55 CSO Atina’s input for EC 2023 Serbia’s Progress Report 
56 Liliana Sorrentino. (2019). Assessment of the national referral Mechanism for victims of trafficking In the republic of Serbia. ASTRA. 
57 Communication with Kis, September 2023. 
58 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 24/2011 and 117/2022 - the decision of the Constitutional Court. The Law on Social Protection, 

which was passed in April 2011 within the reform of the social protection system, clearly specifies trafficked persons as direct beneficiaries of social 

protection services for the first time (Article 41 – Beneficiaries). 
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be further strengthened. According to data from the National Employment Service (NES), in 

the period 2017-2021, only nine victims of human trafficking (3.4% of all identified victims)59 

were included in the active employment measures provided by this institution. The operation 

of the state urgent shelter has been very unstable, and over the past four years, it has been 

closed multiple times for various reasons. Each time the shelter ceases operation, all 

beneficiaries are transferred to a licensed assisted housing service run by CSO Atina. 

However, the state has not allocated any funds to support Atina's assisted housing service. 

After a pause lasting more than a year, the state shelter was reopened in early 2022. 

Nevertheless, in January 2023, the state shelter was closed again, this time for reconstruction 

reasons, and the VoTs were accommodated in the CSO Atina shelter – assisted housing. 

However, once more this transition occurred without adequate state financial support for Atina. 

As visible above, institutional collaboration with CSOs is often merely declarative, while in 

reality, it is highly opportunistic, and in practice, there is still a lot of mistrust. 

Prevention and Cooperation 

Cooperation. Institutional Framework. Relevant National Anti-Trafficking Bodies 

The Strategy for the Prevention and Suppression of trafficking in human beings, Especially 

Women and Children, and Victim Protection for the period 2017-2022 (Strategy), accompanied 

by an Action Plan for the period of 2017-2018, was adopted by the GoS on August 4th, 201760. 

To implement the second phase of the Strategy, in 2019, Serbia adopted the second action 

plan for 2019-2020. Despite being in the last quarter of 2023, this was the last adopted action 

plan. 

The Republican Team for Suppressing Human Trafficking was formed in 2001, subsequently 

replaced by the National Council for Suppressing the Human Trafficking (Council)61, formed by 

the Government of Serbia in 2017 as its advisory body. Its mandate is to coordinate activities 

in the fight against human trafficking, review relevant international reports, and suggest 

measures to be taken to comply with the recommendations of these reports, as well as to 

monitor and evaluate the implementation of anti-trafficking strategies and action plans. The 

Council is presided by the Minister of Internal Affairs, and includes the Minister of Education, 

Science and Technological Development, Minister of Labor, Employment, Veteran and Social 

Affairs, Minister of Health, and Minister of Justice.  

The Office of the National Coordinator for Suppressing Human Trafficking (NC) was set up in 

2017, housed within the Police Directorate of the Ministry of Interior. The NC is mandated to 

coordinate efforts of all relevant stakeholders in combating trafficking in human beings in 

Serbia. 

The Division for Combating Human Trafficking and Smuggling operates within the Department 

for Combating the Organized Crime of the Criminal Police Directorate. In 2019, the 

competences for dealing with cases of trafficking in human beings from the Border Police 

Directorate were transferred to the Criminal Police Directorate by the new Rulebook on Internal 

Organization and Systematization of Workplaces in the Ministry of the Interior. 

Within the higher prosecutor’s offices, specialized prosecutors have been appointed as contact 

persons for THB cases (see organogram below).  

Chart 2: Organogram of Serbian Anti-Trafficking Actors 

 
59 This information is sourced from CSO Atina's input for the 2023 Serbia Progress Report by the European Commission. 
60 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 77/2017. 
61 Decision on the Establishment of the Council for Suppressing Human Trafficking, Official Gazzette of the Republic of Serbia No. 92/2017. 
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In 2018, the Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of Labor, Employment, Veteran and Social Affairs 

and the Public Prosecutor's Office signed the Protocol on Cooperation in Combating Trafficking 

in Human Beings; and the Ministry of Interior, the Public Prosecutor's Office and the 

Commissariat for Refugees and Migration signed the Memorandum of Cooperation in the field 

of combating trafficking in human beings. In January 2020, the Ministry of Interior signed the 

Memorandum of Cooperation with the specialized AT CSOs - Atina and ASTRA. 

To execute the decisions of the Council, as well as to monitor their implementation, the Special 

Working Group, consisting of representatives of other relevant institutions and non-

governmental organizations was formed in 2017. It is accountable to the Council and has the 

mandate to implement and monitor implementation of the national strategy and action plans. 

The National Coordinator for Suppressing Human Trafficking leads this Special Working Group 

and reports to the Council.  

As it was recognized that for development of a successful response to human trafficking, it is 

also necessary to collaborate with local communities and to upgrade their capacities to 

effectively operate in the field, local anti-trafficking teams (AT) were established in 17 local self-

government units (municipalities). Local AT teams consist of professionals from relevant local 

institutions: police, prosecutors` office, health and social care institutions, media, local 

government, educational institutions and civil society organizations. The main task of these 
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teams is to effectively participate in the prevention of human trafficking, to implement and 

monitor the local strategy and action plans. 

Other actors 

Commissariat for Refugees and Migration - KIRS62. The Commissariat for Refugees, as a 

separate organization within the public system, was established in 1992. With the adoption of 

the Law on migration management ("RS Official Gazette", No. 107/12), the Commissariat for 

Refugees continues to work as the Commissariat for Refugees and Migration. Commissariat 

performs tasks related to: collecting, integrating and analyzing data and indicators for migration 

management; reporting on immigration and emigration; development and regular updating of 

the migration profile of the Republic of Serbia to establish a unified system for collecting, 

organizing and sharing information; establishing cooperation with the members of European 

migration network; training of persons engaged in activities relevant to migration management; 

ensuring the availability of information relevant to migration issues, as well as other duties 

specified by law. Also, KIRS performs professional, administrative, and technical affairs of the 

Commission for Missing Persons, which was established by the Government. Finally, the 

Commissariat initiates the search for international assistance from the institutions of the United 

Nations and other international organizations. 

Civil Society Organizations 

ASTRA - offers assistance to all categories of victims – women, children, and men regardless 

of the type of exploitation they survived. ASTRA SOS Hotline is still the only Anti-Trafficking 

hotline in Serbia specialized for direct assistance to victims and their families, as well as for 

prevention of human trafficking - support to families and/or friends during the searches for 

missing – (potentially) trafficked persons, process of identification, recovery, and reintegration. 

Types of services available to ASTRA’s clients and (potential) trafficking victims include 

information provision on available assistance and support programs in Serbia and abroad, 

legal assistance, as well as legal representation in court proceedings; psychological 

counseling and/or psychotherapy; medical assistance; support and accompaniment through 

institutional procedures; long-term assistance in the process of (re)integration and social 

inclusion (ASTRA Day Center); transportation; assistance in the process of voluntary return to 

the country of origin; interpretation, etc. 

Atina - Through its Transition house, in last 20 years, NGO Atina has been providing support 

to recovery of hundreds of women and girls victims of human trafficking, including refugees 

and migrants, using a tailor-made approach. Through the Reintegration Center and Field 

Support Team programs, Atina provides these women and girls with assistance in rebuilding 

their lives. Furthermore, dozens of women and girls who expressed the need have been 

supported to achieve economic independence through the Bagel Bejgl Shop – the Atina’s 

social enterprise which produces and sells bagel pastry. Besides providing safe 

accommodation, Atina also provides case management, cultural mediation, psychological 

support, as well as other services necessary for the recovery, successful and sustainable 

reintegration for victims of human trafficking. 

Prevention 

Within the AT system in Serbia, preventive efforts are primarily understood as educating 

various stakeholders to recognize potential/presumed victims and provide appropriate 

referrals, as well as raising public awareness through media campaigns. Although the latest 

AT Strategy mentions the empowerment of particularly vulnerable groups and economic 

 
62 Acronym in Serbian language/SCRM in English language 
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empowerment programs, that is addressing the root causes of human trafficking, these efforts 

are limited or minimal due to the lack of political will within the relevant ministries. For instance, 

the development of an early warning system for potential human trafficking cases, including 

risk assessments, was initially planned within the action plan for 2017-2019. However, it was 

not implemented and was subsequently carried over to the action plan for 2020-2021. 

Unfortunately, even during this period, it remained unimplemented. 

Analyzing the prevention of human trafficking in Serbia within the theoretical framework that 

encompasses three levels of prevention, it can be evaluated how activities in Serbia align with 

this framework and contribute to the practical prevention of human trafficking: 

- Primary Prevention: This level focuses on reducing the occurrence of human 

trafficking. For instance, activities include educating various stakeholders to recognize 

potential victims, developing indicators for preliminary identification, and raising public 

awareness through media campaigns. Distributing informative leaflets is one of the 

ways to achieve this goal. By educating people about the signs and risks associated 

with human trafficking, the aim is to deter individuals from becoming victims. As 

mentioned above, at this level of prevention, the most has been accomplished, or at 

least those activities were aimed at primary prevention, but their effect has not been 

measured or it is unknown. Efforts to address the root causes, such as poverty, 

inequality, social vulnerability, and other push factors that make individuals vulnerable 

to trafficking, are also considered part of primary prevention. Unfortunately, here 

minimal has been done, often with the explanation by the stakeholders that working on 

the causes of human trafficking is far beyond their capabilities and that it goes beyond 

their mandates. 

- Secondary Prevention: This level focuses on identifying potential victims and 

providing timely interventions to prevent their victimization. It can be linked to the 

development of an early warning system for potential human trafficking cases, including 

risk assessments. Leaflets can serve as a tool to disseminate information. This system 

helps identify individuals at risk and intervenes to prevent them from falling into the 

hands of traffickers. Similarly, here-on this stage, the progress has been limited or 

insufficient. As mentioned earlier, even though the relevant ministry committed in the 

Strategy to develop risk assessments, this has not been initiated from 2017 to date. 

Activities conducted here primarily revolve around creating and distributing leaflets and 

other educational materials, often utilizing social media and various online platforms for 

this purpose. 

- Tertiary prevention addresses the consequences and impacts of human trafficking 

and provides support and recovery to victims. Comprehensive victim support is an 

essential part of this level of prevention. Additionally, economic empowerment 

programs and efforts to address the root causes of trafficking help survivors reintegrate 

into society and reduce the risk of re-victimization. Activities here aim to address the 

broader societal factors that sustain trafficking, such as the demand for exploitative 

labor or sexual services. 

 
63 ASTRA. 2022. Human trafficking in Serbia – overview of the situation in the context of the 21st century 

Human trafficking in Serbia – overview of the situation in the context of the 21st century - 
Survey research on the representative sample of 850 respondents from general population 
in total in Serbia general research findings63: 

- The average grade of the respondents from the general population awarded to their own 
knowledge about human trafficking risks is 5.2 (out of 10). 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wn0iu42WK57IN4zDyYIHY3_MPGrb6oct/view
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Gaps and Challenges 

From 2021, there has been a notable decline in the institutional AT framework. According to 

relevant reports64 and KIIs mostly from CSOs, the decline is evident in several key aspects: 

- The National Strategy, adopted in 2017, expired in 2022. A debate was initiated to 

create the third Action Plan for the Strategy, covering the 2021-2022 period, which 

regrettably lacked transparency, and many valuable proposals from the civil sector 

were not considered. At the end, the Action Plan was never adopted although the 

process was monitored and financially and technically supported by the relevant 

international organizations that have been present in Serbia for several decades. The 

process of formulating the new AT Strategy and Action Plan began only in the summer 

of 2023. While it is still in its initial stages, KIs from CSOs have already raised concerns. 

Namely, the authorities have decided to develop an AT Program rather than a Strategy 

document. Regrettably, the program document itself places a lower level of obligation 

on the state of Serbia. To be precise, according to the Law on the planning system of 

the Republic of Serbia65 – Article 14, program shall be a public policy document of a 

narrower scope than a strategy which, as a rule, shall elaborate a specific objective of 

a strategy or other planning document. As a rule, the program shall be adopted for a 

period of up to three years, while a strategy shall be set for a period from five to seven 

years, with a view to achieving long-term goals, etc. 

- The Special Group for monitoring the implementation of the Strategy was disbanded 

mid-2021, and the new one for the monitoring of the implementation of the program 

should be (re)established once the program document will be adopted. In August 2021, 

a competitive open call was conducted to admit several additional civil society 

organizations into the Special Working Group. However, despite accepting three new 

organizations, the working group has never been reconvened. Also, the former national 

AT coordinator retired in 2022, and a replacement has been appointed only in 2023. 

- Although the National AT Rapporteur is an independent body that should deal with 

reporting on achievements and results in the AT field, assessing the impact of official 

policies, and offering recommendations for their enhancement, their performance 

remains uncertain. To date, no official reports from this institution have been published. 

However, as per the 2022 Annual Report, the Protector of Citizens (Ombudsman) in 

the role of National AT Rapporteur actively participated in the preliminary identification 

of five child VoTs. This identification was subsequently confirmed by the CPTV. This 

had a positive outcome as it ensured that these five children received the necessary 

support. Besides this positive aspect, it does prompt questions regarding potential 

oversights in the prior preliminary identification process by other responsible 

institutions. It also raises the question of whether or when the National AT Rapporteur, 

 
64 GRETA Report 2023 and TIP Report 2023 
65 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, no. 30/2018, 

- Men in the sample assessed their knowledge about THB risk with slightly lower grades 
compared to women. 

- One in four respondents aged 18 to 25 believe they are not aware of the risks of THB, 
while one in three respondents with no education or only completed primary school holds 
this view. 

- Members of the Roma population significantly more often responded that they were not 
aware of the risks of trafficking – one in five respondents. 

https://rsjp.gov.rs/wp-content/uploads/Law-on-Planning-System.pdf
https://rsjp.gov.rs/wp-content/uploads/Law-on-Planning-System.pdf
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will also engage in monitoring AT activities of state institutions and taking action, 

accordingly, including issuing specific recommendations.66 

For the purpose of developing a new AT Strategic Plan, an External evaluation of the Strategy 

for the Prevention and Suppression of Trafficking in Human Beings, Especially Women and 

Children, and Victim Protection for the period 2017-2022 was conducted at the beginning of 

2023. This evaluation emphasized an important challenge in cooperation, particularly the 

fragility and the lack of ownership among the representatives of the institutions. While there is 

an established institutional framework for collaboration, the mechanism of cooperation may 

not necessarily be functional in the sense that collaboration will continue if there are changes 

within one sub-system. Additionally, collaboration is often imposed, meaning that certain 

ministries are designated as participants and are required to be involved, even though they 

may not fundamentally understand the need for cooperation, specific activity, objective etc.  

As for prevention, although activities related to primary prevention are more widely 

implemented compared to other forms of prevention, they usually lack a systematic approach. 

Namely, at the outset of the strategic cycle in 2017, an impact analysis of previously conducted 

educational programs was initially planned, but unfortunately, it was not conducted. In addition 

to the fact that this activity remained unimplemented, it also prevented the establishment of a 

systematic approach for future educational initiatives. 

Secondly, KIs have indicated that during the last three years, training sessions on THB were 

held for employees within the social protection system, education, healthcare, labor and 

market inspection, media, CSOs, and the professionals from migrants, refugee, and asylum 

centers. Unfortunately, apart from training evaluations, no additional meta-analyses exist. 

Also, staff turnover is a significant challenge when it comes to education, as employees in the 

state institutions experience frequent changes, where is traditionally no adequate mechanism 

of the institutional memory. 

Investigation and Prosecution 

Legislation 

Serbia is a signatory of a number of international conventions with relevance to trafficking in 

human beings, including: the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 

Especially Women and Children, supplementing the UN Convention on Transnational 

Organized Crime, as well as the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking 

in Human Beings, etc.67 

The improvement of the anti-trafficking (AT) system is not only an obligation deriving from 

international acts ratified by the Government of Serbia, but also from Serbia’s aspiration to 

become a full member of the European Union. Having in mind that Serbia officially opened the 

accession negotiations with the Union, including the two most relevant chapters for 

suppressing human trafficking (23 – Judiciary and fundamental rights, and 24 – Freedom, 

security, justice), Serbia must upgrade further its legal AT framework, institutional capacities, 

 
66 The report states that the Ombudsman addressed a total of 10 cases/complaints from citizens concerning human trafficking, which accounts for 

0.28% of all the cases the Ombudsman handled in 2022. 
67 Just to name a few: UN Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW); the UN Convention on the Rights 

of the Child, the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography; 

the Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse; the ILO Forced Labour Convention 

(No. 29); the Abolition of Forced labor Convention (No. 105); the ILO Migrant Workers (Supplementary Provisions) Convention (No. 143) and the 

Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention (No. 182), etc. In September 2023, the Serbian National Assembly adopted the Draft Law on the Ratification 

of the Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, thereby incorporating this treaty into the legal 

framework of the Republic of Serbia. 

http://mup.gov.rs/wps/wcm/connect/f23c5952-a781-49a9-a77f-585e5e03f718/Spoljna+Ocena+Strategije+za+borbu+protiv+trgovine+ljudima+komentari%2C+konacno.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=oxX-2aX
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and practice, first and foremost in accordance with the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive 2011/36 / 

EU. 

Domestic legislation contains provisions relevant for trafficking in human beings in the following 

documents: the Constitution of the Republic of Serbia68, the Criminal Code69, the Criminal 

Procedure Code70, the Law on Public Order and Peace71, the Social Protection Law72, the 

Healthcare Law73, the Law on Seizure and Confiscation of the Proceeds from Crime74, the Law 

on Juvenile Criminal Offenders and Criminal Justice Protection of Juveniles75, the Law on the 

Protection Program for Participants in Criminal Proceedings76, the Law on Personal Data 

Protection77, Law on Prohibition of Discrimination78, Law on Migration Management Official79, 

Law on Foreigners80, Law on Asylum and Temporary Protection81, etc. 

 
68 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, no. 98/2006, Article 26 - Prohibition of slavery, servitude and forced labour: No person may be kept in 
slavery or servitude. All forms of human trafficking are prohibited. Forced labour is prohibited. Sexual or financial exploitation of person in unfavorable 
position shall be deemed forced labour. Labour or service of persons serving sentence of imprisonment if their labour is based on the principle of 
voluntarity with financial compensation, labour, or service of military persons, nor labour or services during war or state of emergency in accordance 
with measures prescribed on the declaration of war or state of emergency, shall not be considered forced labour. 
69 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 85/2005, 88/2005 - amend 107/2005 - amend, 72/2009, 111/2009, 121/2012, 104/2013, 108/2014, 
94/2016 and 35/2019. 
70 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 72/2011, 101/2011, 121/2012, 32/2013, 45/2013, 55/2014, 35/2019, 27/2021 - the decision of the 
Constitutional Court and 62/2021 - the decision of the Constitutional Court. 
71 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 6/2016 and 24/2018. 
72 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 24/2011 and 117/2022 - the decision of the Constitutional Court. The Law on Social Protection, 
which was passed in April 2011 within the reform of the social protection system, clearly specifies trafficked persons as direct beneficiaries of social 
protection services for the first time (Article 41 – Beneficiaries). 
73 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 25/2019, 94/2016 and 35/2019. 
74 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 32/2013. 
75 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 85/2005. 
76 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 85/2005. 
77 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 87/2018. 
78 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 22/2009 and 52/2021. 
79 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 107/2012. 
80 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 24/2018 and 31/2019. 
81 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 24/2018. 

Criminal Code of Serbia 

Human trafficking, Article 388 

(1) Whoever by force or threat, deception or maintaining deception, abuse of authority, trust, 
dependency relationship, difficult circumstances of another, retaining identity papers or by 
giving or accepting money or other benefit, recruits, transports, transfers, sells, buys, acts 
as intermediary in sale, hides or holds another person aimed at exploiting such person’s 
labor, forced labor, commission of offenses, prostitution, other forms of sexual exploitation, 
begging, pornography, establishing slavery or slavery-like relation, the removal of organs or 
body parts or service in armed conflicts, shall be punished by imprisonment of three to twelve 
years. 

(2) When the offence specified in Paragraph 1 of this Article is committed against a minor, 
the offender shall be punished by the penalty prescribed for that offense even if there was 
no use of force, threat, or any of the other mentioned methods of perpetration. 

(3) If the offence specified in Paragraph 1 of this Article is committed against a minor, the 
offender shall be punished by imprisonment of not less than five years. 

(4) If the offence specified in Paragraphs 1 and 2 of this Article resulted in grave bodily injury 
of a person, the offender shall be punished by imprisonment of five to fifteen years. If the 
offence specified in Paragraph 3 hereof resulted in grave bodily injury of a minor, the 
offender shall be punished by imprisonment of not less than five years. 

(5) If the offence specified in Paragraphs 1 and 3 of this Article resulted in death of one or 
more persons, the offender shall be punished by imprisonment of not less than ten years. 

(6) Whoever habitually engages in offences specified in Paragraphs 1 to 3 of this Article or 
if the offence is committed by a group, shall be punished by imprisonment of not less than 
five years. 

https://www.mpravde.gov.rs/files/Criminal%20%20%20Code_2019.pdf
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The Criminal Code of the Republic of Serbia regulates several criminal offences, potentially 

related to human trafficking, out of which, for the purpose of this assessment, the most 

important are mediation in prostitution82 and forced marriages83. 

As for the principle on non-punishment of VoTs (non-prosecution or non-application of 

penalties to the victim) the Guidelines on Implementation of the Law on Foreigners include 

provisions that prevent the punishment of victims for crimes they were compelled to commit.84 

Also, a provision under Article 14(2) of the Criminal Code may be applied in this case. It 

regulates that there is no criminal offence without an unlawful act or culpability, notwithstanding 

the existence of all essential elements of a criminal offence. The Criminal Code in Article 21 

excludes criminal offence for acts committed under irresistible force.85 Apart from this, there is 

no explicit provision to regulate this issue in Serbian legislation. 

In terms of the reflection period, Law on Foreigners stipulates for a recovery and reflection 

period during temporary residence granted to a victim. However, apart from the general 

provision related to the victim’s right to be informed, this Law does not mention special 

information for the victim on the possibility of granting international protection86. 

Concerning the right to compensation, a victim of trafficking in human beings may obtain 

compensation in criminal or litigation proceedings. The Criminal Procedure Code, within the 

framework of Articles 252 to 259, provides regulations concerning compensation. It stipulates 

that claims for compensation related to both material and immaterial damages resulting from 

 
82 Mediation in Prostitution, Article 184 (1) Whoever causes or induces another person to prostitution or participates in handing over a person to 

another for the purpose of prostitution, or who by means of media or otherwise promotes or advertises prostitution, shall be punished by imprisonment 

of six months to five years and a fine. (2) If the offence specified in paragraph 1 of this Article is committed against a minor, the offender shall be 

punished by imprisonment from one to ten years and a fine. 
83 Forced Marriage, Article 187a (1) Whoever by force or coercion forces another person to marriage shall be punished by imprisonment from three 

months to three years. (2) Whoever, for purpose of act referred to in paragraph 1 of this Article, takes another person abroad or encourages a person 

to go abroad for the purpose, shall be punished by imprisonment up to two years. 
84 “If a victim of trafficking in human beings has entered a country in an illegal way, the relevant authority should, before staring the prosecution, 

determine the facts and circumstances, which could exclude or reduce responsibility of a crime or misdemeanor of the victim of human trafficking 

(determining the elements of force, threat and coercion, or ultimate necessity or defense of necessity)”. 
85 Beširević, V. (2019). Study on Compatibility of the Law of the Republic of Serbia with EU Acquis Communautaire in the Area of Combating 

Trafficking in Human Beings. ASTRA. 
86 Ibid. 

(7) If the offence specified in Paragraphs 1 to 3 of this Article is committed by an organized 
group, the offender shall be punished by imprisonment of not less than ten years. 

- (8) Whoever knew or could have known that a person is the victim of trafficking, but 
nevertheless made use of her/his position or facilitated another person to make use of 
her/his position for the purpose of exploitation referred to in Paragraph 1 of this Article, 
shall be punished by imprisonment of six months to five years. 

Trafficking in minors for adoption, Article 389 

(1) Whoever abducts a child under sixteen years of age for the purpose of adoption contrary 
to laws in force or whoever adopts such a child or mediates in such adoption or whoever for 
that purpose buys, sells or hands over another person under fourteen years of age or 
transports such a person, provides accommodation, or conceals such a person, shall be 
punished by imprisonment of one to five years. 

(2) Whoever habitually engages in activities specified in paragraph 1 of this Article or if the 
offence is committed by a group shall be punished by imprisonment of minimum three years. 

(3) If the offence referred to in paragraph 1 hereof has been perpetrated by an organized 
crime group, the offender shall be punished with imprisonment of minimum five years. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/11ysaixjyVly24JfWMw1cxpt_6olxyoKP/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/11ysaixjyVly24JfWMw1cxpt_6olxyoKP/view
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the perpetration of a criminal act shall be adjudicated during the criminal proceedings. An 

exception to this rule occurs when such inclusion would significantly prolong the proceedings.87 

The legislative framework regulating employment and the labor market with relevance to 

human trafficking and its prevention includes: the Law on Employment and on Unemployment 

Insurance88, the Labor Law89, the Law on Conditions for Posting of Employees Abroad90, the 

Law on Safety and Health at Work91, Law on Employment of Foreigners92, etc. 

Othe relevant documents and by-laws: 

- Guidelines for the improvement of judicial practice in proceedings for compensation of 

victims of serious crimes in criminal proceedings, 2019 

- National Strategy for the Realization of the Rights of Victims and Witnesses of Criminal 

Offenses in the Republic of Serbia for the period 2020-2025 with the accompanying 

Action Plan, adopted on 30 July 2020. 

- Strategy for Prevention and Protection of Children from Violence for the period 2020 - 

2023 with the accompanying action plan 

- Instruction on the procedure to be followed by the employees of the Ministry of Interior 

in THB cases, 2021 

- National Security Strategy of the Republic of Serbia (“Official Gazette of RS”, No. 

88/09) 

- Integrated Border Management Strategy in the Republic of Serbia (“Official Gazette of 

RS”, No. 9/17) 

- National Strategy for Prevention and Protecting Children from Violence (“Official 

Gazette of RS”, No. 122/08) 

- Special Protocol on Activities of the Police Officers in Protection of Minors from Abuse 

and Neglect, Ministry of Interior, 2012 

- Guidelines for Treatment of Minors and Young Adults, Ministry of Interior RS, 2006, and 

others. 

When it comes to foreign national victims of human trafficking, the following provisions of the 
Foreigners Act are of significance 93 

 
87 For further information on legislation, investigations, and prosecutions of THB crimes in Serbia, you can refer to other relevant sources or 
publications such as the publications from reference number 73, as well as the report from reference number 81. 
88 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 36/2009, 88/2010, 38/2015, 113/2017, 113/2017 – and other laws, and 49/2021) 
89 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 24/2005, 61/2005, 54/2009, 32/2013, 75/2014 and 13/2017 – the decision of the Constitutional 

Court, and 95/2018 - authentic/official interpretation. 
90 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 91/2015 and 50/2018 
91 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 35/2023) 
92 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 128/2014, 113/2017, 50/2018 and 31/2019 
93 Also, Article 17 of the Law on Asylum and Temporary Protection states that the asylum procedure considers the specific situation of persons who 

need special procedural or acceptance guarantees (which is applicable to VoTs). 

The Foreigners Act 

Article 40 

Temporary residence is a residence permit for a foreign national in the Republic of Serbia 
granted to a foreigner who intends to stay in the Republic of Serbia for over 90 days, on 

the grounds of: 

[…] (12) Status of presumed victim of trafficking in human beings. 

Article 62  

http://mup.gov.rs/wps/wcm/connect/9ad6e76b-b57b-4900-8750-65d4dc37e218/prdeca-cir.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=l0zjVd9
http://www.mup.gov.rs/wps/wcm/connect/004ebeee-f0a9-4116-9797-e24889136d03/Law+on+Foreigners.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=lg9jrZz&CVID=lg9jrZz
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Law Enforcement 

The Division for Combating Human Trafficking and Smuggling operates under the Department 

for Combating Organized Crime within the Criminal Police Directorate. In 2019, competences 

for handling human trafficking cases were transferred from the Border Police Directorate to the 

Criminal Police Directorate through the new Rulebook on Internal Organization and Workforce 

Systematization in the Ministry of the Interior. Specialized police sections are also located in 

Belgrade, Novi Sad, and Nis, with specialized criminal inspectors assigned to other regional 

police administrations. 

Specialized prosecutors within higher prosecutor's offices serve as contact points for human 

trafficking cases, and there are information services available for victims and witnesses. 

Graph 7: Data on criminal complaints related to THB filed by the police 

 

Source: Ministry of Interior, Statistical Data on THB. 
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[…] (6) During the validity period of the temporary residence on these grounds, competent 
government authority for identification and coordination of human trafficking victims 
protection shall coordinate the protection of victims of trafficking in human beings, and 
cooperate with other institutions and organisations to provide safety and protection, 
appropriate and safe accommodation, psychological and material assistance, access to 
emergency medical services, access to education for minors, counselling and information-
sharing about legal rights and rights available to him, in a language he understands. 

Article 63 

[…] (5) A foreigner that has been granted temporary residence as victim of trafficking in 
human beings, in addition to the rights referred to Article 62 of this Law, without being 
conditioned to testify, shall have the right to access the labour market, professional training 
and education, and 

(6) A foreigner with temporary residence permit for victims of trafficking in human beings, 
who does not have enough material resources for necessary treatment, shall be provided 
access to medical and other necessary assistance by the competent state authority for 
identification and coordination of human trafficking victims protection, relevant centre for 
social work and other service providers and organisations. […] 

http://mup.gov.rs/wps/portal/sr/gradjani/saveti/!ut/p/z1/tVlbd6I6GP0rPeusPmbx5Q6PtLVY1LFqL1NfugKEDl7AUWpn-utPmDNrZsQWpgo-iAays7Oz8-VLsKbWZ2uaqm3ypPIkS9XC_H-YisehMxDYA9KzGWBwhevZwG3iYWrd7z7giQ4BdySdi17HpnYXrOluffcS3AFwuJ5Q8C5Euf7wuuOYBnrdm1HvmkKX7tYv3R6BdWdNrWmY5qv8i_Wweg4WSfi4MOzTU1hloc5TdQpPaxXNVJqcwkZtdW6u-fop2yapOlnMnqNkqQqQVZhE1oPNOaFaScSE5ogpHiEnohhxpZQMta1ZiGtIj0qd9vqCFLe5N_AYNX0v199VFSb4R_0ePhddz4O-TQYUXMwFMHmH2bncE32vgWn1mOy1Xx6VaTW9_-vDOx8Xqur_Nk1FB6fV8PfFeNUwKHG48kwXBeCr657AcEHKD7xh3NID3U7RCya88QUlzMM1TZztc9jV4U7WPCCl9WCEkn9wOL8sBpr23L60sSe4db9N9It1m2brpZmtk98-VtLRAiBAzMbafMWAAmJ8DI7gIZZhAJxappelFkpWFuLIFqo7cAFtwoMvm4WHW8zNPHHHQyDGDMOG2ZemYe9Y7f262GmCezL7-nXqmgiapbn-lluff4bQ8Ps6WZgff0TRZZImm1ytN_k2O4VURQv9mmabvGYQvAqVIh0HEEmFIhsUYvRHN4RAgcNZDDJkQRjsq7QTjYhsFr7k0A5tGN7EOzPGA0Fvxsxow9tkDyZINaz9jkMn7Eh4v26hqXDo-4t8lM2flzrNk5OfZapmkEcVFo1jQhwwkywmwkEMhzFyiLYRk9x2sIoZaHsPfnc97ouG4XfZ81bhgZJm4UtBdESbhS9ZdHgsvF-XyxmLkvXgfPBkYFX-BSVpnFmfv-hFMs9WuV5v5upkpiMTPEP1wYgbJWs9D5OZelxl5k4y08XNH782c33yvFqbdPYU3mmrLIy8dA1zR3SJPxzh2wrXBEyGoRMQFIXY5MBaaORICUgEgQRJQsBEV-sOgjYLD5MiborOjdfzr2jj8LvZ3_BKtimOPWTNwg_vzoQR5_rc7Q77RibcMHz_ovD8WEw-eYb-OWl4aC_PTEAQN11yeTaBynhzEPxuvGG8Xd8fq71fty35SAipCY43FVLbJNA6YoYnwczsg50IBYJSJHDMcch4FHOnDl62Ck_bZU9xu_DtiuMfK45fd3Dz9rr3V9gfWwXVPH_WizQrTm-y1SbX6cyUHqJRKXEiFUsgCUOhcaBRoLBJX3UokKNCGxUbL4UhBMJY9c7Eu4Rm4UvsnVbhoc-bhS-F4QluWvsdfwI9Et6vO5n5wM7k137kJ-lf515AGYPRhI6HXYcS36tKC5QTx5RwhONAmgxVUxTEUYxsLGwdasYiqurgaavwdrvsbdEufLviDI8Vx989Ei7BAznIj6ew1psinJbZD_07B0Zub9S77E5st1upPQFFwwhxoQhivJhXWAuznQLFKLcjinENfFUkawK-Zfa8VfjrdsW5PlackjFL8BgfaMyljmbPqVpnUZqcbFbZWr0-L015qpcqnO8ZtvQGYVIxmynEgXYCs9cPzRfjcYAUUyEiWmOBZeBIzmrgqxKHJuDbZX8F7cK3K87VseL4dS_XDjNs8rrVm1zNEmuyWT-OJ4__9lWe1uRwkwqt_upFZHUG2pXNwpfYd6FNeOC8WfhSBlp1jHGY9jsHAXf0SHi_7iXqQWfj774AXy1vb5c2_Z4UHzQfd8bd17NPyDsP7JebePn78p0W5Q_-tnTpx4MO5U_Lx9Il58EbpXuXxXa511RxubfzN0oP4fEezMvb5S_uP_8BtjPJLw!!/?1dmy&urile=wcm%3Apath%3A%2Fpublic_latin%2Fbaner%2Fbaner%2Bsadrzaj%2Ftrgovina%2Bljudima
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* Note: The data from the Ministry of the Interior for the year 2023 has not been published yet. 

Therefore, for the purpose of more illustrative comparison, the statistical data for the year 2020 

has also been included. 

In 2022, the Republic Public Prosecutor's Office worked on the cases related to the crime of 

Human Trafficking (Article 388 of the Criminal Code) involving 48 individuals (40 males and 8 

females). In the previous year, 2021, the prosecutor's office dealt with cases against 64 

individuals, but gender-specific statistics are not available. 

Regarding the criminal offense of Trafficking in minors for adoption (Article 389 of the Criminal 

Code), the office worked on cases involving a total of nine individuals in 2022 (6 males and 3 

females). In 2021, there were two complaints, and both were dismissed. 

It is indicative that the Organized Crime Prosecutor's Office did not handle any of the cases 

related to the THB crime during the 2021-2023 period. This is even though the Police 

Organized Crime Unit submitted such criminal reports, totaling 21 complaints (2020-3, 2021-

3, 2022-2) during the same period. KIs did not have information about these 21 complaints that 

the Police Organized Crime Unit worked on. 

During 2020 and 2021, the courts in Serbia issued 18 and 16 decisions, respectively94. 

Statistical data for individual criminal offenses for the year 2022 are not available on the 

website of the Supreme Court of Serbia, but according to a recent ASTRA 2022 report95, there 

were 19 proceedings in Higher courts related to Article 388 of the Criminal Code, with six 

judgments/decisions issued, including one involving a plea bargain. One indictment was 

rejected, and 12 proceedings are still ongoing. Additionally, based on responses from the 

Appellate Courts, in 2022, there were 16 proceedings related to Article 38896. 

As per ASTRA report97 the shortest imposed sentence in 2022 was one year, and the longest 

single sentence was six years and nine months. The average single imprisonment sentence 

was two years and four months. In total, four cases resulted in sentences of less than three 

years, while only one of the cases had sentences exceeding five years. 

Unfortunately, fewer cases of human trafficking are being uncovered, resulting in a reduced 

number of criminal complaints. Some of these reports are dismissed, and from the cases where 

indictments are filed, there is again a decrease in the number of cases that make it to trial and 

result in convictions. There are no available data on the number of individuals serving 

sentences for the crime of human trafficking, but based on data related to other criminal 

offenses, it is reasonable to suspect that this number is lower than the number of convictions 

handed down. 

According to the TIP 2022 Report98, police, prosecutors, and courts employed various methods 

for counting cases, leading to inconsistent statistics across databases. This has resulted in 

inadequate tracking of record data, a lack of in-depth analysis, and, consequently, a deficiency 

in evidence-based planning and response capabilities. 

Since 2003 and ratification of the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime with 

supplementary protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially 

Women and Children (Palermo Protocol),99 the Serbian Government has taken significant 

 
94 Supreme court of Cassation. (2022). Godišnji izveštaj o radu sudova u 2021. godini. 
95 ASTRA. (2023). Position and Rights of Victims in Criminal Proceedings: Analysis of the Judicial Practice for 2022 for the Crimes of Mediation in 
Prostitution, Trafficking in Human Beings, and Trafficking in Minors for Adoption. 
96Courts were sent requests for the procurement of data, in accordance with the Law on Free Access to Information of Public Importance (“Official 

Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 120/2004, 54/2007, 104/2009, 36/2010 and 105/2021). 
97 Ibid. 
98 2022 Trafficking in Persons Report: Serbia, Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, US Department of State. 2023  
99 According to the Constitution of the Republic of Serbia (Article 16 - International relations: The foreign policy of the Republic of Serbia shall be 
based on generally accepted principles and rules of international law. Generally accepted rules of international law and ratified international treaties 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1zpkj2Jtphoajcx0hlY9i2p7vJh5ZVHXZ/view
https://www.state.gov/reports/2022-trafficking-in-persons-report/serbia/
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steps towards improving its legal and institutional framework in relation to suppressing human 

trafficking and protecting the victims. However, while Serbia has developed a robust legal 

framework and has made efforts to improve it over the past 20+ years, implementation remains 

a challenge. 

Gaps and Challenges 

The issues mentioned in the previous chapter in the functioning of the judiciary include among 

others lenient sentencing practices, and inadequate data collection methods. Additionally, 

there are several issues in Serbia's legal system that directly impact the protection and support 

of trafficking victims. 

Namely, the position of victims in court proceedings is not adequate and further efforts should 

be made to enhance protection and support for VoTs (adults and children), to avoid re-

victimization during investigation and trial. For the purposes of this assessment, some of the 

most frequently mentioned issues in the relevant literature, and during interviews (including 

feedback from the VoTs to KIs service providers) are listed below: 

- According to NGO ASTRA's reports for 2022, 2021 and 2020, the institute/status of 

especially sensitive victims has not been applied in all trafficking cases. By definition, 

the trafficking victims meet eligibility criteria for being designated as especially sensitive 

victim/witness, but not all are granted this status. In those cases, only the availability of 

specialized lawyers and prosecutors with expertise in trafficking affects the protection 

of victims' rights. 

- Judicial practices sometimes fail to inform victims and injured parties about their rights 

and obligations, hindering their access to justice. Standard informational materials are 

not consistently provided to victims and presumed victims. 

- The relatively new Law on Free Legal Aid100 allows for legal assistance in criminal, civil, 

and administrative proceedings, but it remains unclear if trafficking victims will have 

practical access to these services. Specialized legal assistance in criminal cases is 

often provided by lawyers hired by CSOs and/or CPTV. 

- There is no specific provision for non-punishment of victims for status offenses in the 

Criminal Code. Although guidelines exist, their implementation is inconsistent and 

depends on several factors, including the involvement of experts in THB during court 

sessions, if the judge and prosecutor have adequate education on THB, their familiarity 

with positive court practice, etc 

 

 

 

 

 
shall be an integral part of the legal system in the Republic of Serbia and applied directly. Ratified international treaties must be in accordance with 
the /Constitution. 
100 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 87/2018. 
101 KI with the representatives of CPTV, held on September 26, 2023 and CSO Atina writing inputs. The latest publication from JTIP provides 

important information on Trafficking in Persons in the context of the aggression on Ukraine. 

In 2023, a Ukrainian citizen was identified as a victim of human trafficking. 
However, she had previously been detained for theft and sentenced to prison 
because she lacked documents, even though she stated that her exploiters had 
taken them. The relevant court was unaware of the government's decision 
regarding providing temporary protection to displaced persons from Ukraine, 
ignored her exploitation, and treated her as an illegal migrant. Her detention was 
extended multiple times due to a lack of coordination between authorities, rather 
than applying the principle of not punishing VoTs.101 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1zpkj2Jtphoajcx0hlY9i2p7vJh5ZVHXZ/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hb79RIhUuWAyaOve929J1SeOgRVjBYsJ/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vqx7bhY0cgBL6oMtuOYp4tfA6dBIqJGG/view
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Trafficking-in-Persons-Fact-Sheet-Ukraine-Accessible-Oct-5-2023.pdf
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- Protecting victims' privacy is an additional challenge, with closed hearings rarely 

implemented, even in cases where child victims are involved. In some cases, personal 

information was disclosed or posted online to intimidate victims/witnesses. 

- Also, compensation to victims is rarely granted – only a few cases in the last ten years. 

To date, the fund for compensation has not been established yet. Recovering assets 

from perpetrators is another challenge with this regard. 

- Plea bargaining is used in trafficking cases, potentially downgrading them to milder 

offenses. Victims are not always informed or consulted during the negotiation process, 

which can significantly affect their rights. 

- Also, on the part of investigative authorities, a more proactive attitude should be applied 

to avoid the investigation primarily relies on victims’ statements. 

When it comes to police work, other issues have also been identified. The external evaluation 

of the AT Strategy revealed that police officers from AT units and their superiors often consider 

human trafficking as one of their many tasks rather than a primary responsibility. Additionally, 

KIs from CSOs have expressed concerns that human trafficking is not given high priority, 

leading to limited resources allocated for its combat, while human smuggling often takes 

precedence. 

Moreover, there is an absence of a dedicated unit within the police to monitor human trafficking 

cases. It is suggested that the Office of the AT Coordinator become more involved in 

coordination and sharing data related to ongoing investigations with service providers. As for 

the lack of coordination, for many years, MoI and the Office of the AT Coordinator actively 

supported the establishment and work of local AT teams in cities and municipalities across 

Serbia. However, over the last two years, there has been no information regarding whether 

MoI and AT Coordinator have maintained contacts, made coordination efforts102, or developed 

plans to support these teams in the future and enhance local investigations and support for 

VoTs. 

Finally, there is a significant delay in providing CSOs with a list of officers in charge from the 

AT units, despite their licensing for direct assistance. 

The legal protection of trafficked persons could be improved by the Guidelines for the 

improvement of judicial practice in proceedings for compensation of victims of serious crimes 

in criminal proceedings adopted during 2019, and the implementation of the activities of the 

Strategy for the Realization of the Rights of Victims and Witnesses of Criminal Offences in the 

Republic of Serbia for the period 2020-2025 with the accompanying Action Plan, adopted on 

30 July 2020. 

Vulnerable and Target Groups 

In relation to potential victims, the approach should be focused on the origins of vulnerability 

to exploitation. GRETA’s Guidance103 points out that: “Vulnerability and its abuse are central to 

any understanding of human trafficking”. While vulnerability is used in the international human 

rights discourse to emphasize disadvantages of specific groups, generally regarded as 

 
102 CSO Atina’s input for EC 2023 Serbia’s Progress Report. 
103 Council of Europe GRETA. (2020) Guidance note on preventing and combatting trafficking in human beings for the purpose of labour exploitation. 

p.5 

http://rm.coe.int/guidance-note-on-preventing-and-combating-trafficking-in-human-beings-/1680a1060c
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needing particular or special support, there is no single definition of the concept nor of the 

criteria to be used to identify a group or person as vulnerable. 

The UNODC104 categorize vulnerability and sets out three categories:  

- Personal vulnerability (may relate to a person’s physical or mental disability) 

- Situational vulnerability (may relate to a person being irregularly in a foreign country in 

which he or she is socially or linguistically isolated) (“The abuse of a position of 

vulnerability”) 

- Circumstantial vulnerability (may relate to a person’s unemployment or economic 

destitution.) 

Unfortunately, economic effects and poverty (see pages 11 and 12), lack of opportunities, 

increased the probability and directly led to certain vulnerable groups, primarily Roma, 

migrants/refugees including foreign workers, women and children, being abused by traffickers. 

Also, the COVID-19 pandemic increased the risk of trafficking, particularly for people in the 

most vulnerable communities (e.g., Roma, migrants, and informal sector workers). 

In line with the IRC's mission and the target group(s) for the purposes of this report, more 

attention will be dedicated to the potential victims of THB within the migrant, refugee, and 

foreign worker population. 

Migration, Smuggling of Migrants and Trafficking in Human Beings 

One of the most significant changes in the Serbian context in the last couple of years was the 

so-called refugee crisis. Being on the transit route between Turkey and Central and Western 

Europe, Serbia experienced a mass influx of refugees and migrants since the beginning of 

2015. As of March 2016, and the closure of the borders on the route, refugees and migrants 

were forced to stay in transit countries, including Serbia. The number of migrants who 

expressed their intention to apply for asylum in the Republic of Serbia was 2,830 in 2020, 2,306 

people in 2021 and 4,181 in 2022. Among them were children – 638 (77 unaccompanied and 

separated minor migrants - UASCs) in 2020; 529 (60 UASCs) in 2021, and 679 (82 UASCs) 

in 2022. The number of migrants who applied for asylum in the Republic of Serbia was 

considerably smaller – 144 migrants in 2020, 174 migrants in 2021, and 320 in 2022 – which 

is an increase of 84%.  

In 2022, almost 119,127 newly arrived refugees and migrants were registered by the relevant 

state authorities, which implies that the number of arrivals doubled in comparison to 2021 

(60,407 newly arrived refugees/migrants). 

*Note: All statistical data related to the first-instance asylum procedure and the number of 

present migrants in the Republic of Serbia, as mentioned in the section above, have been 

obtained from the annual reports 'Right to Asylum in the Republic of Serbia' for 2021, 2022, 

 
104 UNODC. (2012). Guidance Note on ‘abuse of a position of vulnerability’ as a means of trafficking in persons in Article 3 of the Protocol to Prevent, 

Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational 

Organized Crime. 

Although the legislative framework for protecting refugee/migrant children is mostly in line 

with international standards, limited resources and implementation within the social 

welfare system creates protection gaps. 

These include an overstretched guardianship institution, overstrained case management 

capacity dependent on external funding, and poor application of best interest assessment/ 

determination procedure. 

*EC Progress Serbia 2022 (page 62) 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/2012/UNODC_2012_Guidance_Note_-_Abuse_of_a_Position_of_Vulnerability_E.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/2012/UNODC_2012_Guidance_Note_-_Abuse_of_a_Position_of_Vulnerability_E.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/2012/UNODC_2012_Guidance_Note_-_Abuse_of_a_Position_of_Vulnerability_E.pdf
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-10/Serbia%20Report%202022.pdf
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and the semi-annual report for 2023, published by the Belgrade Centre for Human Rights 

(BCHR). BCHR bases its reports on data received from the UNHCR Office in Belgrade, which 

receives official reports on activities and statistical data from the MoI. 

The gender dimension in the context of migration is particularly important. According to a 2017 

survey of NGO Atina105, over 50% of refugee and migrant women reported they experienced 

violence106 in their country of origin, 65% stated they survived violence while on the move, and 

77% said they have witnessed violence against other women. 

In the refugee crisis context, one of the key challenges in identification of trafficking cases was 

what some of the KI’s called a blurred line between human trafficking and smuggling. Namely, 

some trafficked people might start their journey by agreeing to be smuggled into some territory, 

only to then be deceived, coerced, or forced into an exploitative situation (for instance, being 

forced to work for very low wages or in debt bondage to pay for their transportation)107. 

According to KIs108, a phenomenon that has become relevant in the last few years is that 

smugglers hire the local population in Serbia to transport migrants, not on a voluntary basis, 

but by forcing/extorting them in many ways and for several reasons. This may be due to debt 

repayment, or it may be people who are struggling with substance use disorder (SUD), etc. 

One such case has been officially identified in Serbia, a person who was arrested in another 

Western Balkans country for smuggling and was not recognized as a victim by the authorities 

there. 

Another challenge reported by the partners of IRC's recent THB project in the Balkans 

(including ATINA) was the lack of tools to identify (and support) VoTs in situation of transit, and 

the willingness of many migrants to not be identified, so as to not be stopped in their migration 

journey, even if they are being trafficked. 

Many migrants in Serbia lack personal documents, relying solely on statements to prove their 

identity. When they face obstacles in their planned journey, some continue to move within 

Serbia and neighboring countries without legal status. Some express an intention to seek 

asylum but do not follow through, leaving them undocumented and without access to social 

services. 

For those who enter accommodation facilities, they receive food, clothing, health services, and 

protection (especially unaccompanied minors). These facilities also offer psychosocial, 

educational, and occupational activities by CSOs. 

Most migrants in Serbia are solo male travelers (90%)109 facing financial difficulties. To sustain 

their journey or support their families, they may engage in illegal employment with high risks 

of exploitation, such as informal work, selling goods, or working in various industries.110 

Unfortunately, data on these situations is scarce due to migrants' reluctance to provide 

information, fearing job loss and immigration sanctions. 

Some migrants, particularly those staying longer in Serbia, may accumulate financial assets 

by cooperating with criminal groups involved in migrant smuggling.111 

 
105 NGO Atina. (April 2018). available at: http://www.atina.org.rs/en/violence-against-women-and-girls-among-refugee-and-migrant-population-
serbia-0  
106 This includes domestic violence, forced and child marriage, forced prostitution, rape, sexual harassment, physical assaults, threats of honor 
killings, revenge marriages, and survival sex (for food, shelter, protection), trafficking. 
107 Human Rights Watch; available at: https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/07/07/smuggling-and-trafficking-human-beings (retrieved April 2018). 
108 For the purposes of this report, a total of seven professionals- relevant actors in the field of anti-trafficking from various institutions / organizations 
were interviewed. The report refers to them as Key Informant(s) – KI(s). 
109 UNHCR, UNHCR Serbia Snapshot AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2023. 
110 Drašković M. et al. (2019), Challenges in Asylum and Migration System - position of particularly vulnerable categories. Group 484, Belgrade, p. 

16. 
111 Ibid. 

http://www.atina.org.rs/en/violence-against-women-and-girls-among-refugee-and-migrant-population-serbia-0
http://www.atina.org.rs/en/violence-against-women-and-girls-among-refugee-and-migrant-population-serbia-0
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/07/07/smuggling-and-trafficking-human-beings
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UNHCR estimates show that about 6% of the migrant population in Serbia are children, with 

0.8% being unaccompanied.112 Unaccompanied minors often travel in large groups with adult 

men, mostly from the same nationality.113 Usually, authorities register cases of minors traveling 

with adult male cousins, referred to as "male families."114 

As for the migrant workers, In recent years there has been an increase in foreign workers in 

Serbia, mostly from India, Turkey and China). 

Many foreign workers are recruited from their home countries by foreign companies, which 

then bring them to Serbia for employment. For a migrant worker employed by a foreign 

company to be legally assigned to work in Serbia, they must first obtain legal residence status. 

This status grants them the right to access the labor market in Serbia, typically through either 

a long-stay visa based on employment or temporary residence for work-related reasons. 

Additionally, they must secure the proper work permit. 

The specific type of work permit varies depending on the position to which a foreign worker is 

assigned in Serbia. For key personnel, a work permit for relocation within a single company is 

necessary, while for other positions, a work permit for seconded individuals is required. 

Foreign workers who have successfully obtained temporary residence and a work permit enjoy 

the same legal employment protections as domestic workers. However, it is important to note 

that their visa status is often tied to their employer, subjecting them to certain restrictions. 

Typically, these laborers are employed by foreign companies that conduct operations in Serbia, 

with the construction sector being the primary domain. While the employment arrangement for 

these individuals may seem straightforward, there have been documented cases of these 

workers enduring various infringements upon their rights and facing exploitative treatment by 

their employers. These violations encompass working without the required work permits, 

deprivation of essential documents such as passports, receiving inadequate or no wages, or 

being promised payment upon their return to their home countries, and enduring harsh living 

and health conditions, among other issues. The Chamber of Commerce of Serbia states that 

in the first six months of 2022, almost 15,000 work permits were issued to foreigners. 

As it was mentioned earlier, in November 2021, a collective effort involving the CSO ASTRA, 

a journalist from VOICE Zrejanin, and the Initiative for Economic and Social Rights brought 

together with approximately 50 Vietnamese laborers. These workers were actively engaged in 

construction tasks at a tire care factory located in Zrejanin, situated 80 kilometers north of 

Belgrade.115 It was found that116: 

- The victims were lured, i.e., recruited, deceived, referred, transported, accepted 

(action), 

- The victims were deceived, their freedom was restricted - they could not move and 

travel freely, their position of vulnerability was abused, i.e., abuse of authority and 

power of the employer (means), 

- Money is earned through abuse by agencies and forced labor by the employer 

(purpose: intention to exploit and labour exploitation117). 

 

 
112 UNHCR, UNHCR Serbia Snapshot AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2023. 
113 Drašković M. et al. (2019), Challenges in Asylum and Migration System - position of particularly vulnerable categories. Group 484, Belgrade, p. 

25. 
114 KI Interview. September 2023 
115 ASTRA. 2021.  
116 Ibid. 
117 Based on the definition of THB Criminal Act from Serbian Criminal Code that is harmonized with the Palermo Protocol (2000). A definition identifies 

the three major elements of THB: (a) the act (what is done); (b) the means (how it is done); and (c) the purpose (why it is done). 

https://www.thenewsminute.com/article/indian-migrant-workers-serbia-are-fighting-their-right-get-paid-154204
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/01/26/like-prisoners-chinese-workers-in-serbia-complain-of-exploitation/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/18rLUHCTnTmORG3qhVd1gd12hlTg_QL3e/view
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/protocol-prevent-suppress-and-punish-trafficking-persons
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According to the same report, while all indicators pointed to human trafficking, Vietnamese 

workers were not identified as victims of trafficking. Specifically, following the Serbian NRM for 

VoTs, nearly 50 reports, inquiries, and appeals were submitted to more than 16 Serbian 

institutions to trigger a response from state institutions. Regrettably, Serbian institutions 

avoided properly fulfilling their duties in accordance with the legal framework118. The highest-

ranking officials, including the president, the prime minister, several ministries, and the 

Protector of Citizens, issued statements of denial. Furthermore, these officials accused the 

media, CSOs, and activists of harboring malicious and destructive intentions toward state 

capital investments and cooperation with China.119 

From 2022 till September 2023, nine VoTs were identified among the population of migrants 

and refugees. While this represents “an increase” compared to the annual average of formally 

identified VoTs in this group (with only one case in 2021), it remains significantly low when 

considering the overall population of refugees and migrants in Serbia and the ongoing risks of 

exploitation and violence they face on daily basis. 

The explanation commonly heard from first responders in Serbia is that migrants and refugees 

stay for very short periods in the country. Consequently, within this limited timeframe, 

professionals may find it challenging to preliminarily identify trafficking victims. However, even 

during brief stays, it is possible to offer some assistance to presumed VoTs. This can include 

informing them about available services in their destination country120, psychological/crisis 

intervention aims to address immediate crisis situations and provide support until further 

treatment or assistance can be arranged, and more. It is crucial to develop new approaches 

and enhance the capacities of professionals in conducting initial interviews and recognizing 

the complex indicators of human trafficking. The first interview should be conducted with 

sensitivity to the discomfort victims may experience when discussing their experiences, driven 

by various reasons. For example, refugees may hesitate to report violence and trafficking due 

to uncertainties surrounding their legal status, the fear of being separated from familiar groups, 

concerns about their families, and the potential psychological consequences. Stigma and other 

personal factors also play a role in their reluctance to report. It is not uncommon for 

professionals and first responders to primarily focus on providing humanitarian aid rather than 

addressing trafficking. This situation may be exacerbated by the absence of coordinated 

procedures and facilities that cater to the needs of trafficking victims and at-risk groups or a 

lack of specific expertise in reception facilities or points. 

On 18 March 2022, GoS adopted the Decision on Providing Temporary Protection in the 

Republic of Serbia to Displaced Persons Coming from Ukraine. On 16 March 2023, the 

Government extended temporary protection to displaced people until 18 March 2024. 

According to the statement of the Prime Minister of Serbia, there were over 43,000 Ukrainians 

in Serbia at the end of August 2023. Parallelly, according to the MoI, more than 370,000 

Russian citizens entered Serbia from the beginning of the war in Ukraine until the end of April 

2023. 

Traditionally, for decades, residents of Serbia have been migrating to EU countries, primarily 

to Germany, Austria, France, and to a lesser extent, Sweden, and Norway. Lately, Slovenia 

 
118 For example, the Office of the National AT Coordination provided no direct response, only referring to the response memo of the Zrenjanin Police 

Directorate, while the CPTV did not conduct formal interviews with the workers to establish the circumstances and explore the alleged labour 

exploitation. Other institutions, such as the Labour Inspectorate, declared themselves incompetent for the facts listed in ASTRA’s reports, or stated 

that they were not part of their jurisdiction. 
119 Apart from political aspects, foreign investments in Serbia tend to prioritize investors over the welfare of workers and their working conditions. 

In addition to subsidies aimed at job creation, many 'preferred foreign investors' have been granted free land for constructing their factories, and, 

in some cases, local authorities have been mandated to provide necessary infrastructure. Despite numerous worker complaints and awareness of 

the unscrupulous practices of these foreign employers, the representatives of the Serbian government often choose to turn a blind eye to these 

issues. 
120 Regarding that it is crucial to encourage exchange of information, communication and coordination between countries of origin, transit and 

destination. 
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and Croatia have also become more relevant. KIs with a long history in this field emphasize 

that there has been a correlation for years between the number of identified victims from Serbia 

in EU countries and the size of the migrant community in those countries. As for the migration 

from Serbia towards EU countries the issuance of residence permits to Serbian citizens in the 

EU has shown a consistent upward trend (with a slight expected decline in 2020 due to 

movement restrictions). While some experts argue that this reflects circular migrations, the 

EUROSTAT data reveals that the number of Serbians having received a first permit in 2021 

almost doubled (+85 % compared with 2013). Serbian citizens received 58 % of their EU first 

residence permits from Germany, Croatia and Austria. Even in instances of circular migrations, 

often unrecorded due to workers being employed without proper registration and work permits, 

it becomes clear that this sustained migration volume over the past decade, with a gradual 

increase, substantially impacts the labor shortage in the Serbian job market. To provide further 

illustration of this, one can also consider the fact that comparing the situation at the end of 

2021 with that at the end of 2013, the number of Serbian citizens holding valid permits had 

fallen by 5 %. Also, a decrease of 20 % in the number of citizens from Serbia acquiring EU 

citizenship was recorded in 2021 compared with 2011.121 

Certainly, there are varied reasons for these declines. However, they can also be viewed as a 

heightened risk for Serbian citizens who stay in EU countries beyond the permitted three 

months due to visa liberalization, often illegally. The magnitude of this issue becomes evident 

when considering that approximately 400,000 Serbian nationals returned within the first two 

months of the COVID-19 pandemic, regardless of their status abroad.122 According to some 

informal sources, it is believed that by the end of 2021, half of them had once again went 

abroad, mostly in EU countries. 

Effective strategies should focus on what vulnerable populations need, and they should 

actively participate in making these plans. When programs are developed together with people 

who have firsthand experience with the problems, communities are more likely to get involved. 

National authorities must also work together across different areas to solve related issues. 

However, recent developments, like more migrant workers in foreign-owned factories in Serbia, 

add extra challenges for national authorities. 

Considering the above, one potential project that could be implemented, titled 'Enhancing 

Protection and Preventing Human Trafficking among Migrant, Refugee, and Foreign Worker 

Populations in Serbia,' can follow this (generic) model below123: 

Objective: To prevent and reduce human trafficking among migrant, refugee, and foreign 

worker populations in Serbia. 

If: Government front-line professionals enhance their capacity to identify, refer, and assist 

Victims of Trafficking (VoT) for labor exploitation through training and improved case 

management. 

And If: VoT gain access to information and channels for trauma-informed services. 

Then: VoT will access improved protection, legal assistance, and essential trauma-informed 

services. 

Resulting In: Enhanced protection for VoT in Serbia, shielding them from further labor 

exploitation and violence. 

 
121 EUROSTAT. 2021. 
122 Ministry of Interior (MoI) of Republic of Serbia - Border Police Data. (2020). In The Institute of Social Sciences - Centre for Demographic Research. 

(Ed.), (2021) Book of abstracts: COVID-19: Socio-demografski procesi, izazovi i posledice pandemije. (pp. 61). (available in Serbian) 
123 Aspect of labour exploitation can be developed further, depends on the call, other actors etc. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Enlargement_countries_-_statistics_on_migration,_residence_permits,_citizenship_and_asylum#Population_change:_natural_change_and_net_migration
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Enlargement_countries_-_statistics_on_migration,_residence_permits,_citizenship_and_asylum#Population_change:_natural_change_and_net_migration
https://idn.org.rs/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/IDN_Knjige_sazetaka_COVID_9_socio_demografski_procesi_final.pdf
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Objectives – examples: Assumptions: 
Increased capacity among government front-line 
professionals to identify, refer, and assist VoT for 
labor exploitation, 
Improved coordination and management of 
(trans)national trafficking cases, 
Establishment of accessible channels for VoT to 
reach trauma-informed services, 
VoTs gain improved access to protection, legal 
assistance, and referrals to essential trauma-
informed services. 
Enhanced support for VoT in Serbia or 
VoT in Serbia are shielded from further THB, labor 

exploitation and violence. 

Effective collaboration and 
cooperation will be maintained 
among government agencies, 
NGOs, and international 
organizations. 
The political and legal environment 

will continue to support efforts to 

combat labor exploitation and THB 

in general, as well as violence 

against migrants, refugees, and 

foreign workers. 

Key Activities: 
1. Capacity Building: Conduct training programs to enhance the skills and knowledge 

of government front-line professionals in identifying, referring, and assisting 
Victims of Trafficking (VoT) for labor exploitation (KIRS suggestion)124. 

2. (Trans)national Case Management: Strengthen the coordination and management 
of trafficking cases across borders, facilitating effective responses to transnational 
trafficking networks. (CPTV suggestion)125 

3. Establish Information Channels: Create accessible channels through which VoT 
can access information about their rights and services, including trauma-informed 
support (suggested by KIRS, CPTV etc.) 

4. Legal Assistance and Referrals: Facilitate legal assistance and referrals for VoT to 

access essential trauma-informed services (NGO and Prosecution Office)126. 

Timeline: 24 -36 months. 
 

 

  

 
124Key Informant Interview conducted on September 27, 2023. In addition to create Indicators for the identification of potential VoTs among migrants 

and refugees and foreign workers, accompanied with screening list for the practitioners. 
125 Key Informant Interview conducted on September 26, 2023 
126 For example: Misdemeanor judges, KI held on September 19 and September 29, 2023.  
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Instead of a Conclusion 

Over the past two decades, the Republic of Serbia has made significant efforts to combat 

human trafficking. These actions have resulted in the formulation of specific strategies, the 

implementation of targeted measures, and the establishment of monitoring mechanisms to 

evaluate progress in this ongoing process. But, while progress has been achieved, a number 

of challenges persist. 

The Serbian government has invested significantly in establishing a robust legal framework 

aligned with international standards for addressing THB. Cross-sectoral cooperation and 

partnerships have been cultivated to foster collaboration among stakeholders and provide 

support to victims of THB. 

However, despite the creation of systems, policies, and legislation, the actual implementation 

remains inadequate. Data collection on THB is unequal and varies among involved parties. A 

unified approach to the National Referral Mechanism would strengthen the fight against THB 

on both national and regional fronts. 

Regional cooperation has advanced, allowing stakeholders to coordinate efforts, share data, 

and implement measures to combat THB, identify victims, and provide social protection. 

Efforts are underway to improve access to justice, expand legal aid, and provide compensation 

for THB victims within the justice sector. Training for prosecutors on handling THB cases and 

supporting victims is a concurrent priority. 

Challenges in early victim identification, particularly among children and potential victims 

among migrants, remain persistent. Enhancing social protection, legal aid, and proactive 

identification efforts are crucial for more effective THB prevention. 

Serbia continues to promote cross-sectoral cooperation at various levels, demonstrating 

commitment to addressing human trafficking. Nevertheless, ongoing dedication and further 

improvements are vital to tackle the complex challenges that persist.  

Reports from international actors, such as GRETA, the US State Department (through its J-

TiP reports), and the EU progress report, acknowledge Serbia's systemic response 

improvements in combatting human trafficking. Yet, there is a consensus that additional 

challenges must be addressed effectively. Key stakeholders emphasize the need for enhanced 

cross-sectoral cooperation, clearly defined roles and responsibilities, increased capacities for 

victim assessment, improved compensation schemes, consistent support for especially 

sensitive victims, and better procedures and capacities for child trafficking victims. 

Additionally, through a 2021 KAP survey127, professionals identified financial constraints, a lack 

of training and capacity building, difficulties in identifying victims, insufficient services, and 

coordination challenges as major barriers in providing support within the National Referral 

Mechanism. Respondents indicate the critical need for increased funding, additional training, 

new services, and more staff to address these challenges effectively. 

In spite of the dynamic environment, over the past twenty-plus years, a number of good 

practices have been established. In addition, those that can serve as a strong foundation for 

further improvement and alignment with international standards have been listed here: 

- Identification of victims as a part of the social system, not law enforcement. The system 

of identification in Serbia is such that the status of a victim is not connected with criminal 

 
127 Đikanović, B.et al. IRC. (2021) KAP Survey - Knowledge, Attitude and practice of the professionals included in the National Referral Mechanism 
(NRM) in the Republic of Serbia. 
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investigations or the prosecution of traffickers or results of prosecutions. Instead, 

victims are treated as persons in need of social welfare and the provisions of the Social 

Protection Law and bylaws are applied to them (not the Criminal Code). 

- Local anti-trafficking teams. Local AT teams are a good practice in combating human 

trafficking as preliminary identification and social inclusion of victims takes place in the 

local environment. Members of AT teams showed better knowledge of THB than 

professionals who were not part of these teams. Some local AT teams have succeeded 

in ensuring the local budget for their work by introducing VoTs as a particularly 

vulnerable target group and activities aimed at their support in the existing local action 

plans in the municipalities. For example, the local plan for migrants, the local plan for 

gender equality, the employment action plan, etc. Monthly meetings of a prosecutor 

specialized in THB with representatives of the police, local CSWs, and the shelter for 

victims in Novi Sad are examples of good practice. 

- Bilateral cooperation - AT Agreement between Serbia and North Macedonia. On 

December 16, 2019, the AT Cooperation Agreement was signed between the 

Government of the Republic of Serbia and the Government of the Republic of North 

Macedonia. Two more bilateral agreements have been initiated (with UAE and 

Montenegro; agreement with the United Arab Emirates is in the final phase). 

- In 2022, the informal peer Advocacy Group of Human Trafficking Survivors made its 

contribution to NGO Atina’s comments on the revision of SOPs and presented it at a 

meeting with the national AT coordinator. 

- Supervision and prevention of vicarious trauma128. CSOs ASTRA and Atina conduct 

regular group supervision and individual sessions with a psychologist for their 

employees. Furthermore, external supervision was provided to the CPTV earlier, to 

strengthen the capacities of the staff to prevent and/or reduce stress and secondary 

traumatization and thus to improve the process of identifying and supporting VoTs. 

- CSO ASTRA and project partners - Monitoring and Evaluation of Anti Trafficking 

Policies: Handbook for Victims’ advocates, was developed within the EU-funded 

Balkans ACT Now! Project. Monitoring tool contains comprehensive and detailed 

indicators that enable monitoring of anti-trafficking policies, with the emphasis on the 

policies aimed at the protection of victims. 

- The Ministry of Education of Serbia has incorporated the issue of human trafficking into 

nationally significant training programs related to prevention of violence for Teachers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
128 Vicarious trauma (VT), the exposure to the trauma experiences of others, is an occupational challenge for the fields of victim services, emergency 
medical services, fire services, law enforcement, and others. 
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Recommendations 

The recommendations are designed to address the real needs on the ground while providing 

a framework for the International Rescue Committee (IRC) to contribute effectively. IRC should 

redirect its efforts towards projects focusing on potential human trafficking victims within mixed 

migrations and humanitarian contexts. Feedback from the Key Informants during the 

assessment, as well as previous comments from certain donors129, emphasize the importance 

of this shift. To further align with donor interests, it would be advisable for IRC to present its 

work and achievements to the U.S. State Department and JTIP Office representatives, both at 

the Embassies in Belgrade and/or Sarajevo and with the JTIP Office in Washington, using 

various presentation models. Support from the relevant units at the IRC headquarters would 

be of crucial importance. 

The majority of KIs have expressed that human trafficking is regaining the attention of donors, 

partly attributed to Serbia being placed on the Tier 2 Watch List JTIP Report for two consecutive 

years. Respondents have also observed a more active role played by the U.S. Embassy in 

Belgrade, both in Serbia's political life and its activities related to human trafficking.  

It is suggested that IRC Europe considers submitting a project proposal under the JTIP 

Program to End Modern Slavery PEMS grants scheme. Given this, a project involving multiple 

IRC offices along the migration route from Asia to Europe (e.g., Pakistan – given that the office 

in Afghanistan is no longer functioning, Greece, Serbia, and Germany as a destination country) 

could be pursued. To ensure the success of the research project, it is essential to involve a 

prominent U.S. university as a partner. The proposed project objective could be defined around 

the prevalence along migration routes, accompanied by statistical models and a risk matrix. 

In contacts with KIs from state institutions, a sense of fatigue from numerous projects 

demanding their regular participation was palpable, often diverting them from their primary 

roles. It is advisable to convene donors in Serbia before and at the commencement of specific 

projects to create a support plan and timeline for Serbia's AT Mechanism. The coordination of 

activities would prevent overlapping and potential burnout among project participants. 

Furthermore, representatives of civil society organizations (CSOs) have raised concerns that 

donors increasingly direct their contributions to institutions while overlooking the contributions 

and service quality of the civil sector. Taking into account that the civil sector provides essential 

(accredited) services supported by their continuous fundraising efforts rather than the state, 

they perceive this trend as another way to shrink the NGO space. Considering the country's 

complex political situation and the need to support actors advocating democratic values, the 

rule of law, and transparency, it is crucial to endorse local organizations and refrain from 

engaging in various bodies or platforms for cooperation with institutions, primarily designed for 

local civil society organizations. In future work, IRC needs to strengthen cooperation with 

coalitions of CSOs that build strategic partnerships (such as G484 and ASTRA or Atina with its 

partners) in the field of migration and human trafficking. 

Finally, a generic project model for vulnerable groups is presented in the Vulnerable Groups 

section. Depending on IRC's strategic decisions and capacities at any given time, it is possible 

to initiate or participate in the recommended actions outlined below. 

- Develop, support, and/or actively participate in activities related to strengthening 

identification and self-identification of trafficking victims among the migrant and refugee 

population, as well as other at-risk groups. Allocate adequate funds to technically 

 
129 E-mail communication from September 24, 2021, containing minutes from the meeting with JTIP representatives prepared by Wendy Ngoma, 

Senior Program Development Advisor for Europe. 

https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-trafficking-in-persons-report/serbia/
https://www.state.gov/program-to-end-modern-slavery/
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support the CPTV to identify victims among the migrant and refugee population and 

coordinate victim protection and support. Strengthen an integrative approach instead 

of the current humanitarian approach to mixed migration flows. 

- Work with the government to find the most suitable funding modalities to ensure long 

term and sustainable funding for the licensed services for protection of VoTs run by 

CSOs. 

- Develop additional projects with the aim of informing relevant stakeholders about 

Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs), organizing accompanying training or 

presentations, and monitoring the practical application of procedures, including regular 

updates of the SOPs in accordance with Part III of the document. 

- Create innovative programs/projects and further strengthen existing capacities to 

reduce the risk of cybercrime and online recruitment and exploitation of victims. The 

cooperation with IRC Offices in the USA with the experience in this type of activities 

would be valuable. 

- Conduct an awareness-raising campaign for migrant workers, by providing information 

in languages they understand about their rights and where to find support if needed. 

Explore promising practices, such as initiatives by trade unions, NGOs, or 

governments, to inform Serbian citizens/workers about their rights before or upon 

arrival in the EU. Additionally, support broader awareness-raising activities led by CSOs 

and trade unions, focusing on workers' rights, with multilingual information materials 

published and distributed. Human trafficking prevention involves empowering 

individuals and neutralizing conditions that generate vulnerability, rather than as mere 

information dissemination, which is the most widespread prevention practice today. In 

case any media campaigns are conducted as part of the future IRC project, it would be 

useful to conduct an impact evaluation of media content and previous campaigns or 

well-structured research on public opinion related to the campaign topic. 

- Conduct a study, using participatory peer-led methodologies to map structural risk (i.e., 

poverty, social exclusion) and particular vulnerabilities related to trafficking, especially 

children and minorities. 

- Support outreach activities to migrant workers, and within communities of migrants 

transiting or seeking asylum to provide information about their rights, where to turn for 

help, and to collect evidence about their situation. 

- To pilot evidence-based prevention measures that provide alternatives to exploitation, 

reduce risk, and develop protective factors for vulnerable individuals and groups. This 

includes involving and working within programs with families, schools, communities, 

and peer groups. 

- Identify channels to disseminate information about rights to migrant (workers) when in 

contact with state authorities, for example when applying for work visa. 

- Conduct studies to review migration regulation to ensure there is firewall between 

enforcement of immigration law and protection of rights of potential trafficking 

victims/exploited migrant workers. 

- Establish cooperation with foreign embassies to ensure that Serbian workers 

emigrating for work abroad are informed about their rights. Ensure that Serbian 

embassies abroad are provided training and resources to assist Serbians abroad. 
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- Support and/or participate in efforts to reduce the risk of trafficking among vulnerable 

workers and communities through targeted outreach and the mitigation of structural 

factors that exploit these vulnerabilities. 

- Place particular attention to the issue of human trafficking for the purpose of labor 

exploitation and related phenomena, where there has been a heightened risk for years, 

which, in the context of migration and economic crisis, is not expected to decrease. 

- To create and develop a comprehensive program with all the necessary tools for the 

systematic and monitored education of professionals dealing with THB: 

o Initiate and develop an electronic resource center modeled after Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, where information about the institutional framework and activities, 

as well as all publications, manuals, analyses, video materials, official 

documents, etc., relevant to combating human trafficking in Serbia, can be 

found. 

o Consider establishing an online platform to collect information on conducted 

training sessions and participants. Implement a unified participant tracking 

system to assess education needs and prevent duplicate training. 

o When planning training programs to be organized or conducted by the IRC, it is 

advisable to include a form of mentorship support, enabling participants to apply 

their newly acquired knowledge effectively. 

- Continue efforts to enhance tools for monitoring the implementation of the Anti-

Trafficking Action Plan of Serbia (link with the From Harm to Safety project). If feasible, 

allocate resources for an impact analysis of past educational programs. Use the 

findings to shape future activities, enhancing efficiency. Developing an efficient and 

effective monitoring and reporting system is a priority. Reporting should be goal-

oriented, based on measures and indicators. To ensure the investment in monitoring 

tools is effective, align action plans with the Planning System Act of Serbia. The 

monitoring tool should facilitate real-time tracking of Strategy and Action Plan 

implementation progress. Additionally, enhancing the analytical capabilities of reporting 

parties as well as providing adequate software. 

- Continue to strengthen local AT teams formalizing their roles in local governments and 

include their efforts in local migration action plans for future funding and sustainability. 

Create a unified, accessible database for these teams, or integrate the data into an 

existing one. (link from Harm to Safety project). 

- If a strategic decision is made to continue working on the issue of human trafficking, 

IRC Serbia office representatives need to establish cooperation with the newly 

established function of National Rapporteur on Human Trafficking, which is an integral 

part of the Office of the Ombudsman of the Republic of Serbia – National Rapporteur 

on trafficking in human beings. 

The GRETA Recommendations on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention 

on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, which complement the GRETA 2023 Evaluation 

Report for Serbia and the recommendations from the TIP 2023 Report for Serbia, serve as 

valuable sources for the consideration and planning of future activities that may not have been 

listed in the text above. 

https://rm.coe.int/recommendation-cp-rec-2023-04-on-the-implementation-of-the-coe-convent/1680aba206
https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-trafficking-in-persons-report/serbia/
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Annexes 

Annex 1 – List of Relevant Anti-Trafficking Projects and Donors 

Support for anti-trafficking projects in Serbia primarily comes from well-established 'traditional' 

donors. Although this list of projects and donors covers the past six years, the donor landscape 

has remained largely unchanged for almost two decades. 

Table 2: List of anti-trafficking project and donors for the period 2017 – 2023 

# Name of the project Donor Implementing partner 

1 Support to strengthening fight against 
trafficking in Human Beings 

EU IPA 2014 
Twinning Instrument 

MoI Serbia 

2 Support for Victims and Witnesses of 
Crime in Serbia. 

European Union OSCE Mission to 
Serbia and Ministry of 
Justice of Serbia 

3 Preventing human trafficking in the 
Western Balkans and supporting victims 
(PaCT) 

GIZ 
Federal Ministry for 
Economic Cooperation 
and Development (BMZ) 

Leading executing 
agency: Migration, 
Asylum, Refugees 
Regional Initiative 
(MARRI) 

4 Strengthening Capacities and 
Partnerships for Migration Management 
in Serbia - 
part of the Swiss–Serbian Migration 
Partnership 

SDC - Government of 
Switzerland, State 
Secretariat for Migration 
SEM 

IOM, together with the 
SRCM, MLEVSA and 
the MOI 

5 Strengthening capacities and 
partnerships for migration management 
in Serbia 

Government of 
Switzerland 

IOM Serbia, MoI 
Serbia and KIRS 

6 Integrated Border Management 
Capacity Building Facility (WBIBM) 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of Denmark 

IOM Western Balkans 

7 Countering Human Trafficking and 
Migrant Smuggling in the Western 
Balkans within the scope of the project 
„Joint Actions Against Smuggling of 
Migrants and Trafficking in Human 
Beings “(WBJAST) 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of Denmark, in 
cooperation with the 
project "Countering 
Serious Crime in the 
Western Balkans IPA 
2019" (CSC WB IPA 
2019), supported by the 
EU, the German Federal 
Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and 
Development and the 
Italian MoI, implemented 
by GIZ, together with the 
Center for International 
Legal cooperation and 
Moi Italy 

IOM Western Balkans 

8 Enhancing capacities and mechanisms 
to identify and protect vulnerable 
migrants in the Western Balkans 

The Bureau of Population, 
Refugees, and Migration 
(PRM) 

IOM BiH and Serbia 

9 Unlocking Impunity of Traffickers and 
Supporting Justice for Victims of 
Trafficking in Persons in Southeastern 
Europe 

j/TIP Office - US 
Department of State 

UNODC 

10 Building together – Community 
Monitoring and Advocacy 

European Union and 
implemented by the 
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung 

Atina, Macedonian 
Lawyers Association 
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11 Preventing and combating trafficking in 

human beings in Serbia (2016 – 2019) 

and action Preventing and combating 

trafficking in human beings in Serbia 

(2019 – 2022) 
Strengthening anti-trafficking action in 
Serbia (2023-2026) 

The Horizontal Facility for 
the Western Balkans and 
Turkey (Horizontal Facility 
II)  
-co-operation initiative of 
the European Union and 
Council of Europe for the 
Western Balkans and 
Turkey – Phases I and II 

CoE Serbia, Atina, 
ASTRA, and others. 

12 Children are not for sale Save the Children ATINA and CIM 

13 Local support for the most vulnerable 
refugees 

UNFPA Serbia ATINA 

14 Permanent Mission of the French 
Republic to the International 
Organizations in Vienna 

Permanent Mission of the 
French Republic to the 
International 
Organizations in Vienna 

ATINA 

15 The Measurement, awareness-raising 
and policy engagement project to 
accelerate action against child labour 
and forced labour (MAP16 Project) 

United States Department 
of Labor. 

ILO Serbia 

16 Make it Work for Youth - My Way EU EIDHR ASTRA 

17 Balkans ACT Now” - BAN III EU Commission ASTRA 

18 Strengthening the capacities of newly 
established victim support services in 
the judiciary. 

Embassy of the Kingdom 
of the Netherlands 

ASTRA 

19 I’m a refugee – I’m a migrant – I’m a 
man 

Norwegian Embassy Group 484, ASTRA 

20 Knowledge Sharing and Strengthening 
Joint Proactive Response to the 
Trafficking in Human Beings for the 
Victim Centered Approach 

US Embassy in Serbia ASTRA 

21 REST – REsidency STatus: 
Strengthening the Protection of 
Trafficked Persons 

Council of Europe LEFÖ-IBF Austria, 
CCEM France, 
Proyecto Esperanza 
Spain, CoMensha the 
Netherlands, La 
Strada Moldova and 
ASTRA 

22 From Harm to Safety - Improving the 
Protection of Victims of Trafficking 
(VoTs) in Serbia 

j/TIP Office - US 
Department of State 

International Rescue 
Committee – IRC and 
NGO Atina 

 

A useful publication has been recently published. Analysis conducted by The Center for 

Effective Philanthropy (CEP) reveals that nonprofit grantees are currently dedicating less time 

to application and reporting procedures compared to the pre-COVID-19 era. They perceive 

these newly simplified proposal processes as beneficial for bolstering their initiatives. The 

research also highlights a slight increase in funders providing unrestricted support since the 

onset of the pandemic. However, it has been noted that bridging service gaps and addressing 

the intricate outcomes, sometimes stemming from funders' limited understanding of on-the-

ground realities, can pose communication challenges, resulting in unmet needs among 

survivors.130 

 
130 The Center for Effective Philanthropy (CEP). (2023). Before and after 2020 - How the COVID-19 pandemic changed nonprofit experiences with 

funders. 

https://rm.coe.int/srb-hf30-eng/16808e868e
https://rm.coe.int/srb-hf30-eng/16808e868e
https://www.coe.int/en/web/belgrade/preventing-and-combating-trafficking-in-human-beings-in-serbia
https://www.coe.int/en/web/belgrade/preventing-and-combating-trafficking-in-human-beings-in-serbia
https://www.coe.int/en/web/belgrade/strengthening-anti-trafficking-action-in-serbia
https://www.coe.int/en/web/belgrade/strengthening-anti-trafficking-action-in-serbia
https://cep.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Before_and_After_2020.pdf
https://cep.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Before_and_After_2020.pdf
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Annex 2 – List of Guiding Questions Used for Semi-Structured Interviews with 

KIs 

For the purpose of the study, a semi-structured questionnaire within four core topics was used, 

while the key questions are included below: 

1. Please assess the existing legal framework in Serbia, to what extent it aligns with 

international law, and which existing laws, protocols, and procedures are most helpful in 

practice in specific cases? Kindly evaluate the current efforts in implementing and aligning 

national laws and protocols regarding investigations and prosecutions of human trafficking 

cases and related criminal offenses. 

- What are the existing differences between the laws and actual practices, and how 

do these differences impact victims (including those from the migrant population)? 

- Do you have any recommendations for overcoming the mentioned issues and 

challenges? 

2. Please evaluate the current efforts in implementing and aligning national laws and 

protocols concerning the identification and protection of victims, as well as current 

practices. 

- What are the existing differences between the laws and actual practices, and how 

do these differences affect victims (including those from the migrant population)? 

- Do you have any recommendations for overcoming the mentioned issues and 

challenges? 

3. How do you assess the work on preventing human trafficking in the Republic of Serbia? 

What are the good practices and challenges? 

- Do you have any recommendations for overcoming the mentioned problems and 

challenges? 

4. How do you evaluate the establishment of partnerships and collaboration within the 

national framework to combat human trafficking? Regarding this, how do you assess the 

position of civil society organizations? 

- What are your suggestions for addressing the aforementioned issues? 
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