
MAIN CHALLENGES OF REFORM 
OF THE SECURITY SECTOR IN SERBIA

The role of the EU Common Security and 
Defense Policy and NATO in the reform of the 

security sector

This paper won first place at the competition organized by CEAS among 
senior undergraduate, master and doctoral students of social sciences as well as 
young experts interested in reform of the security sector in Serbia on the topic 
“Main Challenges of Reform of the Security Sector in Serbia.”

“It is thus vital that the Internal Security Strategy itself be able to adapt, 
both to the needs of citizens, and to the challenges of the dynamic and global 21st 
century.”1 This is how the Council of the European Union articulated the framework 
of the Internal Security Strategy, emphasizing that the very concept of internal 
security should be conceived as a broad and complex notion encompassing multiple 
sectors, able to address identified challenges impacting the lives, security and well-
being of EU citizens. Such an approach is expected to be adopted by all EU member 
states, as well as countries that are candidates for membership in the European 
Union, including Serbia. However, although it expresses commitment to values 
such as protection of citizens’ security, building of trust, advancement of security 
and stability in the region and cooperation and partnership with international 
security organizations and institutions of democratic states, Serbia places primary 
emphasis on the need to “preserve sovereignty, independence and territorial 
integration”2 of the Republic of Serbia. It continually pursues a policy based on 
traditional understanding of the concept of security i.e. associates this concept 
primarily with sovereignty and territorial integrity, emphasizing the issue of Kosovo. 
This paper analyzes similarities as well as differences between security strategies 
of the European Union and Serbia, as well as their definitions in official documents, 
stressing elements which represent main challenges in the process of reform of the 
security sector in Serbia and the ways in which the European Union can exert an 
influence on Serbia to effect, through reforms to be undertaken, greater proximity 

1 Council of the European Union, Draft Internal Security Strategy for the European Union: 
Towards a European Security Model, 2010, <http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/10/st05/
st05842-re02.en10.pdf> [accessed 23 November 2012], p. 2.

2 Republic of Serbia, The Defense Strategy of the Republic of Serbia (Strategija odbrane Re-
publike Srbije), 2009. <http://www.mod.gov.rs/lat/dokumenta/strategije/strategija_odbrane_lat.
pdf> [accessed 23 November 2012], p. 8.
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of its security policy to European standards in this 
regard. Concretely, the paper highlights the problem 
of incongruities of the security concept and values 
upheld and identified threats and strategies for 
addressing them in the Security Strategy and the 
National Defense Strategy of the Republic of Serbia, 
the relationship of the security policy to other policies 
of the Republic of Serbia as well as problematic 
nature and consequences of the manner in which the 
very concept of security is defined in Serbian state 
documents. 

Among the first challenges encountered by 
Serbia in the process of reform of the security sector is 
internal contradiction of views and principles upheld 
in Serbia’s official strategies of security and defense. 
Namely, the commitment both to Euro-Atlantic 
integration and to the doctrine of territorial defense 
outside the framework of collective security are both 
upheld at the same time.3 This produces numerous 
discrepancies in strategic documents themselves. 
Specifically, the National Security Strategy of the 
Republic of Serbia emphasizes the commitment to 
an advancement of relations with “EU members, as 
well as members and partners of NATO”4 as basic 
commitments of national security policy. However, 
subsequently, when specifying elements of national 
security policy, the National Security Strategy firmly 
insists on preservation of sovereignty and territorial 
integrity of the Republic of Serbia5, which directly 
inhibits realization of the preceding aspiration. 
Moreover, the national security policy is defined in 
such a way that it remains unclear whether Serbia is 
committed to cooperation with the EU and NATO as 
organizations, or only with their member states, as 
it stands in the document. Such omissions in reform 
of the security sector lead to a situation in which 
Serbia’s foreign policy appears inconsistent, that is, a 
situation in which Serbia at the same time claims that 
it will not cooperate with governments of countries 
which have recognized Kosovo as a state, even though 
its central political goal6 is to strive for membership 

3 Seroka, Jim, ‘Serbian National Security and Defense 
Strategy: Forever Wandering in the Wilderness?’ The Journal of 
Slavic Military Studies, 23, 3 (2010), 438-460, p. 9.

4 Republic of Serbia, The National Security Strategy of 
the Republic of Serbia (Strategija nacionalne bezbednosti Re-
publike Srbije), 2009. <http://www.mod.gov.rs/lat/dokumenta/
strategije/strategija_nacionalne_bezbednosti_lat.pdf> [ac-
cessed 23 November 2012], p. 14.

5 Ibid, p. 18
6 Seroka, ‘Serbian National Security and Defense Strat-

egy: Forever Wandering in the Wilderness?’ The Journal of Slav-
ic Military Studies, 23, 3 (2010), 438-460, p. 6.

in the European Union, most members of which 
have recognized Kosovo. This leads to a conclusion 
that it is necessary to define goals of foreign policy 
of the Republic of Serbia as a first step, in order to 
define challenges and threats on which reform of 
the security sector would rest. If Serbia consistently 
aspires towards Euro-Atlantic integration, the 
European Union and NATO can provide an example 
and play an advisory role in reorganization of foreign 
policy goals. Otherwise, the foreign and security 
policy of Serbia will remain in the state of “strategic 
disorientation”7 which would render every attempt 
at further reform impossible or meaningless.

This also partially accounts for the next 
challenge in an attempt to reform the security sector 
in Serbia: the place which security policy occupies 
within broader policies of the Republic of Serbia. 
Namely, security and defense policies are mostly 
perceived as independent from other spheres of 
political life and consequently, other state policies. 
This is clearly visible in the failure of Serbia to 
introduce European standards in the security sector. 
The European Union defines security as a precondition 
for development,8 making a link between security 
policy and the concept of national development i.e. 
economic and social policy. At the same time, the 
Defense Strategy of the Republic of Serbia defines 
goals and tasks of the defense policy as “development 
of an efficient defense system, its stable functioning 
and creation of conditions for its interoperability 
with defense systems of countries included in the 
NATO program Partnership for Peace.”9 Thus, the 
security policy is interpreted strictly in the military 
framework and reforms are primarily oriented in 
this direction, without overlapping with the more 
broadly understood national policy. In this regard 
the European Union can exert an influence on Serbia 
within the Stabilization and Association Agreement 
(SAA) by setting the following European principles 
as conditions for further process of reform of the 
security sector: good state governance, supporting 
social and political reform, dealing with corruption 

7 Litavski, Jan, ‘The Controversies of Military Neutrality 
of Serbia’, The New Century, Quarterly of Center for Euro-Atlan-
tic Studies, 1 (August 2012), 14-22, p. 17.

8 European Union External Action, A Secure Europe in 
a Better world: European Security Strategy, 2003. <http://con-
silium.europa.eu/uedocs/cmsUpload/78367.pdf> [accessed 23 
November 2012], pp. 2–3. 

9 Republic of Serbia, The Defense Strategy of the Re-
public of Serbia (Strategija odbrane Republike Srbije), 2009. 
<http://www.mod.gov.rs/lat/dokumenta/strategije/strategija_
odbrane_lat.pdf> [accessed 23 November 2012], p. 11.
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and abuse of power, establishing the rule of law 
and protecting human rights, as the best means of 
strengthening the international order.10 Defined in 
this way, reform of the security sector is not merely 
an aspect of military policy and a national territorial 
defense policy, but also a tool for setting in motion the 
process of broader democratization. Consequently, 
cooperation of the security sector with other political 
and economic systems is vital for the success of 
establishment of a democratic order in Serbia.11 
From this point of view, rapprochement to European 
Union and NATO is not only a military but a broader 
political issue, since membership in an organization 
such as NATO “implies that a new member state will 
benefit from membership, but also contribute to the 
security system and take part in collective defense.”12 
Accordingly, it is in the interest of the European Union 
to exert an influence on reform of the security sector 
in the Republic of Serbia, because its engagement in 
this process will facilitate further democratization 
and promote economic development of Serbia, thus 
ensuring greater security of the European Union by 
improving the system of government of one of its 
closest neighbors.13 The European Union could exert 
an influence on Serbia; in particular, “by combining 
the Common Foreign and Security Policy and the 
Enlargement Policy, the EU could better connect its 
“technical” with “political” conditions.”14 This would 
make Serbia more easily understand European 
principles and changes which the global security 
policy has underwent and which Serbia would have 
to adapt to in the process of reform of the security 
sector, addressing the challenge of establishing 
proper place of its security policy in the broader 
context of national policies. 

10 European Union External Action, A Secure Europe in 
a Better world: European Security Strategy, 2003. <http://con-
silium.europa.eu/uedocs/cmsUpload/78367.pdf> [accessed 23 
November 2012], p. 10.

11 Hadžić, Miroslav, Security Sector Reform in Serbia – 
Achievements and Prospects (Belgrade: Centre for Civil-Military 
Relations, 2008), p. 14.

12 Simić, Jasminka, ‘Neutrality of Serbia – With a View 
of the Future’, The New Century, Quarterly of Center for Euro-
Atlantic Studies, 1 (August 2012), 23-31, p. 26.

13 Edmunds, Timothy, Security sector reform and Eu-
roatlantic integration in Serbia in Hadžić, M., Security Sector Re-
form in Serbia – Achievements and Prospects (Belgrade: Centre 
for Civil-Military Relations), p.165.

14 Milić, Jelena, ‘The Elephant in the Room: Incomplete 
Security Sector Reform in Serbia and its Consequences for Ser-
bian Domestic and Foreign Policies’, The New Century, Quarterly 
of Center for Euro-Atlantic Studies, 1 (August 2012), 32-44, p. 
39.

Moreover, the Republic of Serbia’s Defense 
Strategy calls for introducing and strengthening of 
the mechanism of „democratic and civilian control 
over the Army of Serbia, as an important prerequisite 
of a democratic society.“15 However, the process of 
initiating and implementing these reforms is not strictly 
defined. It thus remains unclear which mechanisms 
are implied by the definition of democratic and 
civilian control. The process of reform of the security 
sector in Serbia and a list of participants in that 
process alone represent a substantial challenge. 
The National Security and Defense strategies do not 
define political actors who are supposed to take part 
in their own formulation. This reduces transparency 
of the entire process, which represents yet another 
challenge if the proclaimed goal of rapprochement 
to the European Union and NATO is understood as 
a priority. The European Union Security Strategy 
clearly specifies that security in contemporary 
world requires a multi-sectoral approach, providing 
examples in which threats, such as proliferation of 
arms, terrorism, failed states and regional conflicts, 
have successfully been dealt with by political, judicial 
and economic means.16 The multi-sectoral approach 
implies engagement of additional political actors, 
such as law-enforcement agencies, institutions and 
professionals at the national and local level and 
particularly emphasizes the contribution provided 
by the private sector and civil society organizations.17 
Specifically, apart from expressing commitment 
to establishing mechanisms that would regulate 
the security sector in accordance with democratic 
standards, the National Security and the Defense 
strategies of Serbia do not contain provisions which 
would, for example, regulate the role of civil society 
in formulating the policy of the security sector. Serbia 
thus faces a lack of engagement of civil society,18 
which, according to European standards, is of vital 

15 Republic of Serbia, The Defense Strategy of the Re-
public of Serbia (Strategija odbrane Republike Srbije), 2009. 
<http://www.mod.gov.rs/lat/dokumenta/strategije/strategija_
odbrane_lat.pdf> [accessed 23 November 2012], p. 11.

16 European Union External Action, A Secure Europe in 
a Better world: European Security Strategy, 2003. <http://con-
silium.europa.eu/uedocs/cmsUpload/78367.pdf> [accessed 23 
November 2012], p. 6. 

17 Council of the European Union, Draft Internal Secu-
rity Strategy for the European Union: Towards a European Secu-
rity Model, 2010, p. 12. 

18 Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, ‘The 
Security Structures: Still Beyond Control’ in: European Option 
Obstructed: Annual Report on Human Rights in Serbia in 2011 
(Belgrade: Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, 
2011), pp. 221–250, p. 240.
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importance for the possibility of attaining greater 
level of professionalism in the process of defining 
new security strategies. Consequently, the European 
Union can also indirectly, by setting an example and 
defining a goal, exert an influence on Serbia and 
condition it during membership negotiations in parts 
which pertain to the security sector, to introduce the 
principle of engagement of civil society in reform 
of the security sector, similarly to other aspects 
of political negotiations. It would enable this sort 
of cooperation to become a part of a normal daily 
practice, overcoming the problem of insufficient 
engagement of civil society and experts and ensuring 
greater transparency and accountability of the 
political sphere in Serbia, including in the security 
sector. 

It seems that one of the main challenges of 
reform of the security sector in Serbia in line with 
European standards is interpretation of the very 
concept of security. The European Union and many 
developed countries have superseded the traditional 
concept of security that emphasizes sovereignty and 
territorial integrity, but this normative understanding 
of the notion of national security still occupies an 
important place in the Defense Strategy of the 
Republic of Serbia. Despite acknowledgement 
that geography is still important, the EU however 
emphasizes that greater degree of security can be 
attained by establishing a ring of well-governed 
countries to the East of the European Union and on 
the borders of the Mediterranean.19 Accordingly, the 
rule of law and democratization make a basis of the EU 
security policy. Even though an analysis of the global 
context which forms a part of the Republic of Serbia’s 
National Security Strategy maintains that security 
“has today been extended from primarily military 
to other spheres, especially economic, energetic, 
social and environmental security, including human 
security and security of society at large,”20 Serbia 
primarily defines the practice “of interventionism and 
interference in internal affairs of sovereign states” 
as “violating the international legal order” and a 
serious threat to stability and peace. This definition 

19 European Union External Action, A Secure Europe in 
a Better world: European Security Strategy, 2003. <http://con-
silium.europa.eu/uedocs/cmsUpload/78367.pdf> [accessed 23 
November 2012], pp. 7–8. 

20 Republic of Serbia, The National Security Strategy 
of the Republic of Serbia (Strategija nacionalne bezbednosti 
Republike Srbije),. <http://www.mod.gov.rs/lat/dokumenta/
strategije/strategija_nacionalne_bezbednosti_lat.pdf> [ac-
cessed 23 November 2012], p. 3.

also includes threats and “attempts on the part of 
the international community to bestow legitimacy 
on the creation of new state entities on territories 
of sovereign states and members of the Organization 
of United Nations,”21 further highlighting issues of 
territorial integrity and sovereignty. The National 
Security Strategy cites “illegal unilaterally proclaimed 
independence of Kosovo” as the biggest threat to 
national interests of Serbia.22 Kosovo is still mentioned 
in elements of the national security policy, in the 
section on foreign policy which stresses that the 
Republic of Serbia is ready to advance relations with 
the USA “despite the decision of the USA to recognize 
the unilaterally proclaimed independence.”23 Such 
insistence on traditional interpretation of the notion 
of security represents a hindrance to further reform 
of the security sector in accordance with European 
standards, even though European integration is the 
primary goal to which Serbia aspires according to 
both National Security and Defense strategies. 

The National Security Strategy of the Republic 
of Serbia, apart from economic issues, mentions 
social and human security only as the fifth security 
aspect even though in accordance with protection 
of human and minority rights it represents “a 
yardstick of a democratic character of the society 
and the state.” In addition, this notion refers to the 
protection of social policy in order to “fulfill the needs 
of citizens, observe their rights and advance their 
security”24 and impacts on policies in other areas of 
social life such as education, science, environmental 
protection etc. This means that human security 
i.e. individual security of citizens of the Republic of 
Serbia, which is, according to the wording of the 
Strategy itself, “a yardstick of a democratic character 
of the society and the state,” recedes into the 
background in comparison to commitment to the 
concept of defense of constitutional order, protection 
of sovereignty and territorial integrity, creation of 
conditions for foreign and domestic investment, 
cooperation with international financial institutions 
etc. If Serbia does not accept the fact that without 
adoption of European principles of justice, freedom 
and security policy which mutually reinforce one 
another,25 a successful international cooperation and 

21 Ibid, p. 3
22 Ibid, p. 6
23 Ibid, p. 18 
24 Ibid, pp. 25–26
25 Council of the European Union, Draft Internal Secu-

rity Strategy for the European Union: Towards a European Se-
curity Model, 2010, <http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/
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consequently also security, cannot be attained, the 
risk that characterization of Serbia as a state which 
“supports theoretical vision of European collective 
security but within the concept of the balance of 
power similar to the European 18th century concept”26 
would become true. Consequently, Serbia should 
redefine its own conceptual definition of security, 
aligning it with European standards, if reform of the 
security sector is to be perceived as successful and if 
it is to facilitate Serbia’s further cooperation with the 
EU and NATO.  

Undoubtedly, Serbia is faced with numerous 
challenges in the process of reform of the security 
sector, such as incongruence of goals propounded 
by its strategic documents and inconsistency of 
proposed strategies of addressing identified threats 
and pursuing set goals. However, the essence of 
the problem lies much deeper. If Serbia wants 
to consistently pursue the proclaimed goal of 
rapprochement and accession to the European 
Union and subsequently NATO, it must not simply 
wait for the EU-set conditions and pressures for 
reform of the security sector, as had previously 
been the case. As this paper has shown, Serbia 
must primarily overcome the challenge of clearer 
definition of goals of its foreign and internal policy 
in much more specific terms. It has to come to terms 
with clearer definition of the place which security 
policy occupies in relation to broader political 
landscape. It has to define who participates in the 
process of formulating security policy and to accept 
existence of experts outside the state administration 
itself. Finally, Serbia has to supersede the current 
definition of the concept of security and redefine its 
interpretation in line with a broader context in which 
the security sector is reformed, the context in which 
the security policy is embedded in other aspects 
of political functioning of a state and in which it 
becomes “a key factor in ensuring a high quality of 
life in European society”27 in terms of the rule of law, 
personal security and freedom, democratization and 
economic development. 

en/10/st05/st05842-re02.en10.pdf> [accessed 23 November 
2012], p. 9.

26 Seroka, Jim, ‘Serbian National Security and Defense 
Strategy: Forever Wandering in the Wilderness?’ The Journal of 
Slavic Military Studies, 23, 3 (2010), 438-460, p. 2.

27 Council of the European Union, Draft Internal Secu-
rity Strategy for the European Union: Towards a European Se-
curity Model, 2010, <http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/
en/10/st05/st05842-re02.en10.pdf> [accessed 23 November 
2012], p. 3. 
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The Center for Euro-Atlantic Studies –CEAS is an in-
dependent, atheist, socially oriented left liberal think-tank 
organisation, founded in 2007 in Belgrade. With its high 
quality research work CEAS generates precise analysis in the 
field of foreign, security and defence policy of the Republic of 
Serbia. Simultaneously, CEAS publicly promotes innovative, 
applicable recommendations and creates practical policy 
whose aims are:

- Strengthening of the socially oriented, left liberal 
democracy in Serbia*

- Adopting the principle of precedence of individual 
over collective rights, without disregard for the rights which 
individuals can only achieve through collective action

- Development of the of the concept of transitional 
justice and the establishment of mechanisms for its enforce-
ment in the Western Balkans region, exchange of positive 
experiences, emphasising the importance of mechanisms of 
transitional justice for a successful security sector reform in 
post-conflict societies in transition towards democracy

- Acceleration of the processes of Serbian EU inte-
gration and strengthening of its capacities for confronting 
global challenges through collective international action

- Strengthening cooperation with NATO and advo-
cacy for Serbian Atlantic integration

- Strengthening a secular state principle and pro-
moting an atheistic understanding of the world

- Contributing to the erection and preservation of a 
more open, safe, prosperous and cooperative international 
order, founded on the principles of smart globalisation and 
equitable sustainable development and the international 
norm of ‘Responsibility to Protect’

CEAS fulfils the mentioned activities through vari-
ous projects assorted in four permanent programmes:

- Advocacy for Serbian Euro-Atlantic Integration
- Security Sector Reform in Serbia
- Transitional justice
- Liberalism, Globalisation, International Relations 

and Human Rights
CEAS is an active member of the REKOM coalition 

which gathers more than 1,800 civil society organisations, 

individuals from all the countries stemming from the break-
up of former SFRY. Among them are also missing persons’ 
parental and family societies, veterans, news reporters, rep-
resentatives of minority ethnic communities, organisations 
for the protection of human rights, etc. The REKOM coalition 
suggests that governments (or states) establish REKOM, an 
independent, inter-state Regional Commission for the Estab-
lishment of Facts on all the victims of war crimes and other 
heavy human rights violations undertaken on the territory of 
the former SFRY in the period 1991-2001.

During 2012 CEAS became an associate member of 
the international association of expert non-governmental 
organisations (think-tanks) from Europe and Central Asia – 
PASOS, which supports the erection and functioning of an 
open society, especially in relation to issues of political and 
economic transition, democratisation and human rights, 
opening up of the economy and good public governance, 
sustainable development and international cooperation. 
PASOS now has 40 full and 10 associate members, amongst 
which is the prestigious European Council on Foreign Rela-
tions from London-ECFR, and, until now, only the Belgrade 
Centre for Security Policy -BCBP, from the non-governmental 
sector in Serbia. 

During the same year, the Center for Euro-Atlantic 
Studies became the first civil society organisation from the 
region of South-Eastern Europe to join the International 
Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect – ICRtoP  as a full 
member. The coalition brings together non-governmental 
organisations from all over the world to collectively strength-
en normative consensus for the doctrine of Responsibility 
to Protect (RtoP), with the aim of better understanding the 
norm, pushing for strengthened capacities of the interna-
tional community to prevent and halt genocide, war crimes, 
ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity and mobilise 
the non-governmental sector to push for action to save lives 
in RtoP country-specific situations. Among the prominent 
members of the Coalition are organisation such as the Hu-
man Rights Watch -HRW and the International Crisis Group 
-ICG.
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