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Serbia: Government and the Scarecrow  
 

Predrag Petrović 

 

 

Although the contemporary Russian influence on political parties and the far-right 
in Serbia has been present since the violent disintegration of the Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) in the 1990s, it intensified with the rise of the 
Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) to power in 2012. Not only did the last decade 
see the party’s cooperation with United Russia (UR), that country’s ruling party, 
but also the strengthening of ties between Serbian and Russian defence, 
intelligence, and security institutions. Shared features of the Serbian and Russian 
regimes, their ideological proximity, and the legacy of the Yugoslav wars of the 
1990s, during which Moscow effectively rooted for Serbia and vehemently 
opposed NATO’s war on Belgrade in 1999, stood behind this burgeoning 
cooperation between the two capitals. In post-war conditions, the SNS skilfully 
exploited the rising anti-Western sentiment in Serbia, which helped sustain its 
unparalleled dominance over the political scene.1 The same period also saw the 
pro-SNS government media, including the highly partisan public broadcasters,2 
have also started propagating pro-Russian and anti-Western narratives.3 With the 
SNS in power, there has also been a resurgence of old and the emergence of new 
far-right organisations, with most of them holding pro-Russian views. However, 
among the more recent groups, there are those with vocal anti-government 
stances, accusing the ruling SNS of pursuing a false patriotic and pro-Russian 
policy. These groups also seek to distance themselves from what they perceive as 
a fake (extreme) right, believing it to be loyal to the ruling party’s interests rather 
than to nationalist and pro-Russian ideals.4 The distinction will be explained in 
more detail below. 

The consequences of the Serbian nationalists’ activities are grave and in line with 
Russian policy goals of sowing distrust in democracy, the EU, and the West. 
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Public opinion surveys indicate far-right attitudes and values are normalised 
among Serbian citizens. There is also further growth of anti-Western sentiment, a 
decline in trust in democratic values, and the strengthening of pro-Russian views, 
with many citizens believing that NATO and the US are to blame for the Russo-
Ukrainian war.5 It is particularly concerning that most young people hold negative 
attitudes towards the EU and democracy, support the rule of a strong leader, and 
justify violence as a legitimate socio-political tactic.6 

Therefore, it is important to investigate further the reasons for and instruments of 
Russia’s influence in Serbia, which will be presented through two case studies. In 
the first case, the Serbian ruling party was analysed as it holds unchecked power 
in Serbia and has expanded cooperation with UR and between Serbian and 
Russian state institutions. It has also been using nationalistic, pro-Russian and 
anti-Western rhetoric in maintaining, expanding, and strengthening its electorate. 
The level of cooperation between the two states and the fact that at the same time, 
Serbia officially would not abandon its goal of an EU makes this a unique case of 
attempting to “have one’s cake and eat it.” The second case analyses the Serbian 
anti-government far-right group, People’s Patrol, which has quickly emerged as 
the most vocal violent far-right agent of Russian influence in Serbia. Analysing 
this group is also important for two more reasons. Firstly, available research 
indicates that People’s Patrol is an authentic far-right entity, meaning that it is not 
a fake entity controlled by the SNS government and pursues true nationalistic and 
pro-Russian policies. Secondly, the group has been cooperating with violent 
Russian far-right and paramilitary groups, including the infamous Wagner Group.  

These studies also explored whether the ruling party’s pro-Russian policy is 
deeply rooted or merely a tool to control pro-Russian influences and sentiments, 
which are present among Serbian citizens regardless of the activities of the SNS. 
In that respect, the chapter will explore whether Russia seeks to influence the 
anti-government far-right to pressure the ruling party not to abandon its pro-
Russian policy. However, to better understand the cases analysed, the roots of 
contemporary Russian influence on political parties and far-right groups in Serbia 
were first outlined. These research tasks were achieved by reviewing publicly 
available research and media reports. Key findings were then checked against 
fourteen interviews with journalists, politicians, and experts on this topic. The 
research was conducted between May and November 2023. 
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opposed Serbia’s nationalist policies, leading to the United Nations’ political and 
economic sanctions that resulted in Serbia’s socioeconomic decline. NATO also 
militarily intervened first in Bosnia in 1995 and later in Serbia in 1999, leading 
to Kosovo’s secession from Serbia.14 Prevalent opinion at that time was that 
Serbia had always been on “the right side of history” as it was fighting the 
imperialistic ambitions of the powerful states in two Balkans and two world wars 
and, consequently, suffered terribly at the hands of victors-oppressors.15 
Therefore, for the majority of Serbs, it was hard to understand why Western 
countries, Serbia’s allies in previous wars, supported Croats, Albanians, and other 
nations in their quest to secede from SFRY while directly refusing to assist the 
Serbs. This created a significant anti-Western and victimhood sentiment among 
many Serbian citizens who believed the West wanted to destroy Orthodox and 
Slavic Serbia. As a result of this, it seemed that the only ally of Serbia left standing 
was the Orthodox and Slavic Russia.16  

After the downfall of Milošević in 2000, Serbia started the transition from an 
authoritarian to a democratic regime. During the democratic transition, new 
topics and discourses emerged on the policy agenda—Europeanisation, human 
rights, transitional justice, neoliberal discourse, etc. Although the hegemonic 
position of nationalist discourse was challenged, new elites never made a radical 
break with nationalism and the far right.17 Russian influence in Serbia also 
remained present in society via the political parties (mainly Šešelj's SRS), the 
orthodox church, far-right groups, and intellectuals. The main reason for this was 
that Russia supported Serbia’s position on the Kosovo issue, which became even 
more important after the latter declared independence from Serbia in 2008, and 
most of the Western countries recognised it. As a permanent member of the UN’s 
Security Council, Russia had blocked Kosovo from joining the UN and its 
agencies and supported Serbia on this topic in the international arena.18 In the 
same year, the Serbian government sold the Petroleum Industry of Serbia (NIS) 
to the Russian Gazprom Neft for €400 million, well below the estimated market 
value. The inclusion of Serbia in the Russian South Stream gas pipeline project 
and the construction of an underground gas storage facility were also agreed 
upon. In this way, Serbia gave Russia almost all its energy security. Selling NIS 
to Gazprom and putting energy security in Russia’s hands led many experts to 
conclude that this is the economic, security, and political price for Russia’s 
backing of Serbia on the Kosovo issue.19 It is also important to note that a few 
months before the declaration of Kosovo’s independence, anticipating this event, 
the Serbian parliament passed the resolution on the protection of sovereignty, 
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territorial integrity, and constitutional order,20 which also defined Serbia as a 
military-neutral country. Since then, Serbia’s commitment to military neutrality 
became an important Russian instrument for obstructing not only Serbia’s 
cooperation with NATO and its potential membership in the Alliance but also its 
accession to the EU, as this concept was soon broadened in public discourse 
covering not just military but also political neutrality.  

Furthermore, if one were to add Alexander Dugin to the mix, the Russian far-right 
philosopher and geopolitician who is considered a great influence on Putin21 and 
enjoys huge popularity among the Serbian far-right, then Russia’s designs vis-à-
vis Serbia's geopolitical position and its military neutrality become even more 
clear. Dugin contends that the responsibility for global conflicts lies with the 
“global liberal elite,” attributing it to their frequent attempts to enforce the 
principles of liberal democracy, centred on individual rights and inviolable human 
rights, worldwide. According to Dugin, liberals often overlook the fundamental 
tenet of democracy, which emphasises the people’s right to choose, encompassing 
the freedom to either embrace or reject the democratic system. To oppose this 
alleged liberal totalitarianism and counterbalance to the West, Dugin advocates 
for restoring traditional values (e.g. human dignity, family, chivalry) which are 
preserved in Eurasia, where East and West meet and where Russia occupies the 
central place.22 In this geopolitical concept, Serbia holds a special place for Dugin 
because, as a small country, it has opposed the “global elite” for a long time, and 
it is a bulwark for the Eurasian pole in the Balkans. If the Serbs had not opposed 
the West, the political and security elite of the Kremlin would not have awakened 
in time, and Putin’s Russia would have been too late to arrive on the scene of the 
great geopolitical rivalry.  
 
Therefore, according to Dugin, Russia's debt to Serbia is enormous, and Russia's 
historical and moral duty is to return Kosovo to Serbia.23 Serbia fully aligning 
itself with the West would signify a profound transformation, potentially leading 
to the dissolution of its existing identity. This shift could entail the impossibility 
of reclaiming Kosovo for Belgrade and the inability to maintain territorial 
integrity within current borders. According to Dugin, such preservation would 
only be feasible in the multipolar world he advocates for, a vision that Putin 
appears to be working towards in reality. Dugin believes Russia will not leave the 
Balkans to the West or abandon other Russian friends in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Montenegro, and Macedonia, especially since the West is on the verge of collapse. 
In his opinion, Serbia should take “responsibility” for the Balkans—for the entire 
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company (SBB), reaching one-third of the Serbian citizens.31 On the foreign 
policy front, Serbia refused to align itself with the EU’s key positions regarding 
Russia—such as its full-scale aggression on Ukraine and sanctions towards 
Russia.32 While the EU Commission, international research institutes, and think 
tanks have documented Serbia’s steep democracy decline in the past five years,33 
the West chose not to antagonise the government in Belgrade. In effect, it chose 
stability over democracy as it preferred not to alienate Serbia and proverbially 
push it into Russia’s arms.34  

At the same time, Vučić’s government35 has never officially rejected the policy 
of EU accession, knowing that it would lead to an open conflict with the West. 
Instead, it formally still adheres to the goal of EU membership and the values of 
liberal democracy, but in practice, it does the opposite and associates itself with 
authoritarian regimes such as those of Russia and China.36 Similarly, Vučić strives 
to create the impression that he is still very cooperative regarding Kosovo as it 
seemingly evident by his acceptance of the Washington Agreement in 202137 and 
the EU plan for the normalisation of Serbia-Kosovo relations in 2022. However, 
by creating controlled crises and incidents in Kosovo, he seeks to delay their 
implementation. For example, in November 2022, at the initiative of the Serbian 
List, which is under the control of the SNS, Serbs left the institutions of Kosovo 
and boycotted local elections. This later led to violent incidents in northern 
Kosovo between Serbs and international and Kosovar security forces.38  

Dragan Šormaz, former SNS party official, who was a member of parliament and 
a member of several parliamentary committees as the SNS representative (foreign 
policy, security services oversight, EU integration), recently pointed out that the 
authorities in Serbia are not pursuing a sincere policy of EU accession and 
military neutrality. He also stated that Serbia has aligned itself with Russia for a 
considerable time due to Vučić’s disdain for the West and its values. Also, Vučić's 
years-old narrative about Serbia’s independent and neutral policy is actually 
Russian trickery used in Ukraine and Moldova, as well to mask a seemingly 
deniable Russian influence.39 Other experts are convinced Vučić’s pro-EU and 
pro-West stances were just a manoeuvre designed to mantle his anti-EU and anti-
West activities.40 

Vučić’s pro-Russian leanings should not come as a surprise. Since its inception, 
the SNS has actually been strengthening its relations and collaboration with 
Russia while officially pursuing Serbia’s EU accession policy. The cooperation 
has deepened at the party level between SNS and United Russia but also among 
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state institutions of two countries, including those in the security and defence 
sectors. SNS and United Russia signed cooperation agreements in 2010, 2016, 
and 2018 that went beyond symbolic gestures, clearly defining various areas of 
collaboration such as exchanging experiences in party and youth cooperation, 
organisational work, information sharing, and preparing party members for state 
posts.41 One of the stated goals of these agreements is to enhance interstate 
relations through improved party ties,42 which have been achieved through 
numerous intergovernmental agreements, memoranda, and protocols. In 2012, 
the Russian-Serbian Humanitarian Centre was opened, and the following year, 
Serbia became an observer in The Collective Security Treaty Organisation 
(CSTO).43 Thus, Serbia is the only Balkan state with signed security cooperation 
agreements, joint military exercises with Russia, and modernising its armed 
forces with Russian weaponry.44 These agreements have been accompanied by 
visits from high-level officials of Serbia and Russia, including Vladimir Putin, 
the President of Russia, Sergei Shoigu, the Minister of Defence, Nikolai 
Patrushev, the Secretary of the Security Council, and Sergei Lavrov, the Minister 
of External Affairs. During his visit to Serbia in 2019, Putin awarded the Order 
of Alexander Nevsky to Aleksandar Vučić for his significant personal 
contribution to multilateral cooperation with Russia.45 The practical implications 
of this cooperation and its potential consequences for regional stability can be 
observed in several cases that have occurred in the past three years. These cases 
will be discussed below.  
 

The Serbian World – Putin’s Tool for Destabilising Western Balkans 
The foundation of cooperation between Putin’s and Vučić led governments is not 
only instrumental but is also rooted in ideological proximity, manifested in the 
concepts of the Russian and Serbian worlds. The Serbian world is a concept that 
has been present within political and cultural elites as well as nationalist circles 
in Serbia since the mid–19th century.46 However, this term only started to draw 
attention from the domestic and regional public in 2020 when Aleksandar Vulin, 
the then–Minister of Defence, began using it regularly in public appearances. 
Thus, Vulin stated that he hopes that the President of Serbia, Aleksandar Vučić, 
is creating the Serbian world and that Serbs have the right to be a politically 
unified nation, that Vučić is the president of all Serbs, with Belgrade being the 
centre of their gathering. Later, he clarified that the Serbian world resolves the 
national question of the Serbs, prevents the creation of a Greater Albania, and 
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safeguards against the genocide of the Serbian people. Vulin emphasised that the 
unification process had started thanks to Vučić, and it was unstoppable.47  

The Serbian state official’s public usage of the Serbian world has raised concerns 
in neighbouring countries that it could signify a revival of Greater Serbia but now 
with strong support from Russia.48 Serbian and Russian worlds are two nearly 
identical projects built upon the frustrations of nationalists in Russia and Serbia 
due to the loss of influence and the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and in the 
case of Serbia, the breakup of Yugoslavia.49 Both concepts imply the unification 
of the Serbs/Russians within the same cultural, media, and political space under 
one strong leader.50 Furthermore, the public promotion of this concept comes at a 
time of heightened political tension between the West and Russia and worsening 
political and ethnic relations within and between Serbia, Kosovo, and Bosnia.51 
By loudly promoting the Serbian world, Russia is essentially sending a message 
through Belgrade that it can potentially and seemingly at a whim destabilise the 
situation in the Western Balkans. 

It is important to note that Aleksandar Vulin is the one who is the most vocal 
advocate of this idea. In the past ten years of the SNS rule, Vulin has held 
important state positions. He was initially the director of the Government Office 
for Kosovo; then, he held roles as the Minister of Labor,  Defence, and Internal 
Affairs, and in the end of 2022, he was appointed as the director of the Security-
Information Agency.52 It was during his tenure in the Defence and Interior 
Ministry and when the military was being rearmed and reequipped53 that Vulin 
was publicly advocating for the Serbian world. Vulin is the leader of the 
Movement of Socialists, a micro-political party with no significant voter support 
in Serbia.54 He has held important state positions due to his loyalty to Aleksandar 
Vučić and Russia. Some experts consider Vulin to be one of the most important 
figures of Putin's regime in Serbia, tasked with placing pro-Russian personnel in 
key state institutions, which he has indeed accomplished within the military, 
police, and counter-intelligence service.55 The seriousness of Vulin’s messages 
about the Serbian world is highlighted by the fact that, following Moscow’s 
orders, he initiated the persecution of Russian opposition figures in Serbia, as 
well as Russian refugees critical of Putin, which is described in the next section.  
 

Serbian Security Institutions Persecuting Russian Liberals  
In December 2021, Alexander Vulin, then–Interior Minister, met with Nikolai 
Patrushev, Secretary of the Security Council of the Russian Federation (SCRF) in 
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Moscow, when they agreed to form a joint working group to combat the coloured 
revolutions.56 The Serbian MoI’s press statement stressed that these 
revolutions “are a traditional political instrument used by certain power centres 
and countries to undermine statehood and take away sovereignty under the guise 
of democratisation.”57 The joint working group is tasked with preventing mass 
demonstrations and constantly monitoring opposition activists, NGOs, and 
independent journalists.58  

The group’s establishment formalised the already-good cooperation between 
Serbian and Russian security apparatus. Namely, in May 2021, a group of Russian 
municipal lawmakers and democracy activists attended an educational seminar in 
Belgrade which was chaired by Andrei Pivovarov and Vladimir Kara-Murza, 
prominent opposition leaders. The Serbian intelligence closely followed the 
seminar and recorded all participants’ activities and conversations. Very soon, 
Vulin flew to Moscow to personally hand over the surveillance material to 
Patrushev, which was then used by Russian authorities to sentence Pivovarov to 
four and later Kara-Murza to 25 years in prison for “carrying out activities of an 
undesirable organization”59 and “high treason,”60 respectively.61  

Serbian state institutions persecuted liberal Russians who have resided in Serbia 
as well. In this respect, without any justification, in mid-June 2023, Serbian 
authorities banned entry into Serbia to Peter Nikitin upon his return from a trip 
abroad. The ban was issued by the Serbian police at the request of the Security 
Intelligence Agency (BIA), headed by Alexander Vulin. After 40 hours in the 
airport transit zone, he was allowed to enter Serbia without any explanation. 
Nikitin holds both Russian and Dutch citizenship and has a Serbian residence 
permit, where he and his family have lived for seven years. According to Serbian 
legislation, a ban on entry into Serbia cannot be issued without previously 
revoking permanent residence. Therefore, this ban is related to Nikitn’s pro-
democracy activism. He is a leader of the Russian Democratic Society (RDS), 
which politically organises Russians in Serbia and has grown to tens of thousands 
since Russia invaded Ukraine. The organisation fiercely criticises Putin’s Russia 
and regularly holds rallies in Serbia supporting Ukraine. Nikitin said the entry 
ban had to do “solely with Russian interests” and that the Security Information 
Agency “is obviously following Russia’s orders,” as the RDS has never interfered 
with internal Serbian affairs.62  

Soon after, the Serbian authorities denied an extension of the temporary residence 
permit to Vladimir Volokhonsky, one of the founders of the RDS and close 
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associate of Peter Nikitin. The decision was based on the BIA’s assessment that 
Volokhonsky presents a threat to the security of Serbia but without further 
explanation. Nikitin and Volokhonsky are the RDS’s leaders, and therefore, their 
cases attracted media attention, while other persecutions of liberal Russians went 
unnoticed by a broader public. Nikitin stated that even before the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine, security officers attended their rallies, asking for IDs and 
interviewing their members, while after the invasion, harassment intensified.63 In 
this respect, RDS followers were questioned by BIA, while others were denied 
residence permits and Serbian citizenship even though they met all criteria. 
Dragan Šormaz, a former SNS official, and some political analysts are confident 
that Vulin is just carrying out Vučić’s decisions.64   
 

The Absurd Level of pro-Putin Propaganda 
Strong pro-Russian messaging in Serbia has long been present, but it further 
strengthened after the SNS had assumed power in 2012. Pro-government TV 
stations and newspapers not only ran pro-Russian propaganda such as Informer, 
Politika, Večernje novosti, Kurir, and Blic, but their messaging was much more 
emotionally charged than Russian media.65 This propaganda went even further 
with the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, reaching absurd levels. Pro-government 
media were reporting that Ukraine attacked Russia and that Western countries, 
chiefly the US and Great Britain, were responsible for the war while Putin did 
everything to prevent the outbreak of the armed conflict. For instance, the daily 
Informer whose chief editor, Dragan Vučićevic, is one of the strongest 
propagandists of Vučić’s rule, published as front-page titles: “Americans push the 
whole World into chaos: Ukraine attacked Russia”, “Warr [sic] horror: artillery 
shells randomly kindergartens, schools, hospitals.” Other pro-government media 
had similar front pages: “World on the edge of catastrophe: Ukraine attacked 
Russia!” (Alo), “Putin: Russia has done everything for peace in Ukraine” (The 
Courier), “Blood has been spilt on the Russian border” (The Evening News).66 
 
The pro-government media went even further, reporting that the Russian military 
would not stop in Ukraine, but it would then intervene in the Balkans, liberating 
its allies from the imposed liberal rule and correcting historical injustices incurred 
by the West: “Brits in a big panic. Putin sends Army to unite Serbia and Republic 
of Srpska” (Serbian Telegraph).67 Other pro-government print media reported less 
emotionally charged language utilising (quasi)analytical style but with similar 
messages and points on the decline of the Western hard and soft power, the rise 
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of the BRICS, which would amount to an emergence of a truly multi-polar 
world.68 The Serbian pro-government TV stations with national coverage (Pink 
and Happy) have also taken pro-Putin and anti-Western stands.69 In their top-rated 
talk shows, pro-Western analysts are present, but they are regularly outnumbered 
by pro-Putin analysts (many of whom are former military and intelligence 
officers). Even though the Serbian pro-government media alleviated pro-Putin 
narratives when it was obvious that the Russian invasion of Ukraine would 
not be swift and easy, they are still very present.70   
 

Case Study 2: People’s Patrol - Kremlin's Scarecrow 

People’s Patrol is an extreme right-wing organisation founded in 2020 by 
Damnjan Knežević. The group centres its efforts on anti-migrant initiatives, with 
its members assuming a quasi-police role. They engage in activities such as 
halting migrants in public spaces, limiting their freedom to move, and executing 
citizen arrests. For instance, in one case, they knocked down and detained a 
migrant by firmly holding around his neck, suspecting him of pickpocketing a 
girl. Proof of this alleged pickpocketing could not  be seen in the video.71 Other 
cases are very similar; in recordings, it can only be seen that migrants are detained 
without any evidence of their alleged crime.72 One of the extreme examples of 
violent behaviour of People’s Patrol was when one of its sympathisers was 
throwing refugees and migrants off the bus, with comments such as “M70 and a 
bullet to the head”, “Yes, yes… All of you should be killed. You will only learn 
Serbian once I put a bullet into that black head of yours.”73 They record and 
disseminate all these and other activities via their social platforms, and other 
communication apps, spreading fear, xenophobia, and Islamophobia. In fact, anti-
migrant actions are essential for this organisation as these practices allow them 
to attract the attention of a broad audience and present themselves as a ‘saviour 
of the nation’ from the enemy ‘other’. The People’s Patrol was established by the 
same people who founded People’s Initiative No Surrender of Kosovo and 
Metohija,74 but a new name was chosen when the focus shifted to anti-migrant 
activities.75   

The thematic focus on migrants was a training ground for the group to master 
manipulation and communication techniques on social networks as well as to 
learn to conduct violent activities at the edge of legality. The People’s Patrol used 
anti-migration activities to propagate (bigger) messages aligning with core far-
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right themes and Kremlin propaganda. At the basis of their anti-migrant narratives 
lie civilizational conflicts (East versus West, traditional versus liberal values), 
conspiracy theories (global liberal elites from the West secretly reaching 
agreements with authorities in Serbia about migrant settlement), victimhood 
nationalism (Serbs are once again victims of Western elites due to their financial 
interests and hatred towards Orthodox Christianity), dehumanisation of others 
(Muslims, liberals), and the heroisation of a group (People’s Patrol, sacrificing 
greatly for Serbianhood in the fight against terrorists, the West).76 Anti-migrant 
activities allowed the group to expand its network by forming branches mainly in 
towns where migrants are present (e.g. Sombor, Backi Petrovac, Subotica), and 
to gain greater popularity among members of the far-right.77  

Several key indicators highlight the effectiveness of the People’s Patrol. Firstly, 
when only this group actively conducted anti-migrant activities, public opinion 
surveys recorded a significant rise in anti-migrant sentiments among Serbian 
citizens. Thus, surveys in 202078 and 202179 showed an increase in citizens’ 
opinions that migrants increase crime (58 percent, 70 percent), pose a health risk 
(49 percent, 69 percent), endanger Serbian values and customs (37 percent, 68 
percent), are terrorists (41 percent, 54 percent), and were actually sent into 
Islamise Serbia (38 percent, 60 percent). An increased number of people also 
believe that there is a secret plan for the mass settlement of migrants in Serbia 
(36 percent, 54 percent). In the same period, in pro-government media, migrants 
were not a prominent topic, and reporting on the issue was neutral, meaning that 
the group managed to reach out to the broader public solely through intense 
presence on social networks.80 Secondly, the People’s Patrol managed to expand 
its network and to organise relatively well-attended gatherings despite having 
limited resources. Thirdly, the group attracted the attention of Russian right-wing 
organisations and media outlets like Russia Today. It stands out as one of the few 
far-right organisations from Serbia to have visited Russia three times since the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine.81 Following the war in Ukraine, People’s Patrol has 
quickly emerged as the most vocal pro-Russian far-right group in Serbia. Below 
is an explanation of how and why the People’s Patrol has acted as an agent of 
Russian influence in Serbia and the Western Balkans. 
   

Welcoming Russian Invasion and Better Ties with Russia 
The Russian invasion of Ukraine was a strong impetus for People’s Patrol and a 
majority of Serbian far-right groups and political parties, which welcomed and 
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celebrated this Russian move through rallies and social networks, seeing the 
invasion as the beginning of the liberation of Serbian historical territories that the 
enemies currently occupy. The first mass meeting in support of Russia was held 
in Belgrade on 4 March 2022, and, to the surprise of those unfamiliar with current 
trends in the Western Balkans, attracted several thousand people. Messages that 
could be heard at the rally included: “Serbs and Russians are brothers forever,” 
“Crimea is Russia, Kosovo is Serbia,” and “Serbia, Russia, we do not need [the 
European] Union.” The rallies were held in Montenegro, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, and cities throughout Serbia.82  

It should be noted that Denis Gariyev, leader of the Russian Imperial 
Movement, uploaded a video message asking Serbians to support “the renewal 
of Russia within its historical borders,” which was then distributed at rallies 
and through far-right accounts and profiles.83 The movement is known for its 
paramilitary Imperial Legion wing, which has fought against Ukraine since 
2014 and has conducted training in urban warfare for European, e.g. Swedish 
(see: Swedish chapter of this volume) extreme right-wingers in Russia, and 
some of whose members have been convicted of terrorism. In mid-2020, the 
US administration added the movement to the Specially Designated Global 
Terrorist list.84  

With the war in Ukraine, People’s Patrol also started establishing better 
connections with the Russian extreme right and communicating this clearly to the 
public. Thus, Knežević spent some time in Moscow at the end of April and the 
beginning of May 2023 as guests of some of the largest Russian media, e.g. 
Russia Today. During this visit, Knežević told the Russian public that Aleksandar 
Vučić is not a friend of Russia but a mercenary of the West, but that, despite this, 
the Serbian people will stand with their Slavic brothers, the Russians.85 One of 
the hosts of the visit was Alexander Lysov, leader of the Russian-Serbian Centre 
– Eagles (Rusko-srpski centar Orlovi).86 Knežević’s activities in Russia were 
reported in detail via the internet portal Srbin.info and various extreme right-wing 
channels on the Telegram social networks.87  

Serbian and Russian extreme right-wingers have also become better connected 
on the Telegram social network, where they quickly transmit and spread 
propaganda messages and disinformation.88 Since the beginning of the war in 
Ukraine, they have been sending messages throughout their social network 
channels that the Russian Army will not stop on the western Ukrainian border but 
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will go further to the West to help Serbia liberate its historical lands. Also, during 
the heightened tensions in Kosovo at the end of July of 2023, the network of these 
channels transmitted coordinated disinformation that an armed conflict had 
occurred between Serbs and Albanians, that one Serb was wounded, and that the 
Serbian Army was ready to intervene on the border between Serbia and Kosovo.89 
This disinformation also attracted the attention of the mainstream media, which 
could have led to an escalation of the conflict in a situation of heightened tensions. 
Lisov’s Z-Orlovi (with whom Knežević established contacts during his visit to 
Russia) took an important role in spreading this disinformation.90  

Amid escalating crises between Kosovo and Serbia and the West’s efforts to calm 
down this situation, Knežević visited Wagner’s centre in St. Petersburg at the end 
of November 2022. He stated that he hoped his visit might guarantee Russian 
support in the decades-long feud with Serbia's former province of Kosovo, and 
particularly the assistance of Russia and its army in the event of a conflict in 
Kosovo.91 Soon after, it was published that Wagner had opened its cultural and 
information office called Z-Orlovi in Belgrade, which proved to be fake news. 
The Russian-Serbian Centre Z-Orlovi does exist, but it operates mainly on 
Telegram, where its members spread disinformation and post threats to Russian 
liberals currently residing in Serbia.92 The fact is that after Knežević visited 
Wagner, some Serbian far-righters started wearing Wagner patches at the later 
protests in Serbia and at the barricades in Kosovo, spreading fear that members 
of this paramilitary might escalate crises in Kosovo to armed conflict.93 
 

Threats to Vučić’s Regime and Russian Liberals in Serbia  
To prevent Russia from destabilising the Western Balkans and thus diverting the 
attention of the West from the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Western 
countries decided to try to revive Kosovo/Serbia dialogue and solve their dispute. 
In this regard, the EU made a plan for the normalisation of the relationship 
between Kosovo and Serbia, which the US backed. However, after Serbian 
President Aleksandar Vučić announced in January 202394 that he would accept 
the proposal, far-right groups and political parties initiated a series of activities to 
undermine the acceptance of this plan. In this respect, the People’s Patrol, 
together with other far-right groups and individuals, organised protests in front of 
the presidency building on February 15, the Serbian Statehood Day. Chanting 
“No surrender!”, “Treason!”, “Betrayal of Kosovo is a betrayal of Russia!” they 
threatened to riot if Vučić backed the EU plan. At the gathering, Knežević said, 
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“You are afraid of riots. I swear to you that we are ready for more than this.”95 
Also, Dejan Zlatanović, editor of the online portal Srbin.info, said in his speech 
that “the one who signs will be killed,” alluding that the Serbian president will be 
murdered if he signs the normalisation agreement.96  
 
At one point, the protesters tried to break through the protective fence and enter 
the presidential building, but the police prevented the attempt.97 In the end, 
Knežević and Zlatanović were arrested and charged with instigation for a violent 
change of the constitutional order but were released to defend themselves while 
not in detention. Russian foreign ministry and the Russian ambassador to Serbia 
condemned the threats sent from the rally and stressed that Russia does not 
interfere in the internal affairs of friendly Serbia.98 Knežević’s arrests did not 
prevent People’s Patrol sympathisers from actively calling citizens to participate 
in another two protests on the same issue. The rallies were held on 17 March 
2023, the day when Kosovo extremists conducted a pogrom against Kosovo Serbs 
in 2004,99 and on 24 March 2023, the day when the NATO bombing campaign 
against Serbia began in 1999. Protesters with Wagner Group patches were spotted 
at all rallies.100  

After visiting the Wagner Centre, the People’s Patrol began openly threatening 
Russian liberals currently residing in Serbia. In a post on their Telegram channel, 
the group stated that Russians and Ukrainians who came to Serbia had not been 
a problem initially, but many of them had abused the hospitality and started to 
influence and change the opinion of the Serbian people. The Russians also 
organised public demonstrations showing support for Ukraine. “Well, gentlemen, 
you waved your liberal flags unhindered until yesterday. Now, you won’t do that 
anymore; we will trample on them. And you and everyone else will watch ours. 
Maybe we're occupied, but we're proud and defiant. Welcome to Serbia,” the 
group announced. The immediate reason for these threats was that Russian 
liberals defaced the Wagner mural in Belgrade.101 

Russian liberals and anti-war activists had received threats before from the far-
right group Russian-Serbian Centre - The Eagles through their Telegram channel 
(Z-Orlovi) but not openly by People’s Patrol. However, members and 
sympathisers of Russian and Serbian far-right groups closely cooperate, and the 
leader of Z-Orlovi, Lisov, hosted Knežević during his visit to the Wagner Centre 
in St. Petersburg. Serbian far-right extremists seem to gather information about 
Russian liberals in Serbia and then send it to Z-Orlovi, which is surprisingly well-
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informed of the latter’s actions and movements. One case of physical violence 
has also been documented, where Ilya Zernov was beaten when he tried to repaint 
the mural dedicated to Wagner in Belgrade.102 
 

Relationship of State Authorities towards the Far-Right 

Even though the existence of extremist groups in Serbia is not explicitly 
forbidden by law, the authorities have sufficient legal instruments to address the 
threat emanating from groups, as many of their activities are illegal. The Serbian 
Constitution prescribes that any encouragement of racial, ethnic, religious, or 
other inequality or hatred shall be prohibited and punishable. Serbia is also a 
signatory of many international conventions prohibiting discrimination which are 
transposed into the Serbian legal system (Constitution, Public Information Law, 
and Anti-Discrimination Law).103 Experts agree that the current legal framework 
is sufficient for addressing (violent) extremism, but the problem is the state’s 
benevolent relationship with the far-right.104 

The relationship between the Serbian authorities and the far-right groups has 
always been pragmatic and tolerant. Even during the rule of democratic 
governments (2000–2012) no real effort to address the extreme right was made. 
The Constitutional Court banned two extreme-right groups, National Alignment 
and Honour, but declined to do the same for similar organisations, SNP 1389, and 
SNP Naši.105 The same court had earlier rejected the Chief Public Prosecutor’s 
initiative to ban dozens of football hooligan groups even though they acted more 
as a hate and crime group than mere football fans.106  

With the SNS in power in 2012, nationalism has been resurrecting, and far-right 
groups, both fake and authentic, have become political instruments in the hands 
of the ruling party.107 Both groups contribute to the spread of values that align 
with the government’s vision of the Serbian identity, securitising some topics and 
groups (migrants, minorities), diverting voters’ attention away from genuine 
issues, and serving as examples of huge Russian hybrid influence in Serbia 
providing an excuse for SNS government not to distance Serbia from Russia. 
Fake far-right groups also serve the SNS for siphoning support and votes away 
from genuine extreme-right groups and political parties, carrying out smear 
campaigns and violent acts instead of government officials, and establishing links 
with extreme-right groups in other countries. That is why Serbian authorities do 
little to prevent and punish hate speech and violent activities of far-righters. Even 
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if the perpetrators are arrested, they are soon freed, continuing their actions. Legal 
proceedings against far-righters rarely end with verdicts. Furthermore, Serbian 
officials rarely publicly condemn the activities of the extreme-right groups, and 
pro-government private media give space to far-right activists and war-crime 
convicts. No wonder that in 2019 the Courts of Appeal annulled the verdict to 
Goran Dividović Fuhrer, the leader of the banned neo-Nazi group National 
Alignment for violence against participants of the anti-fascist gathering.  

The People’s Patrol, although authentic far-right, has also experienced tolerant 
treatment by the authorities as its violent activities against migrants, professional 
media, nongovernmental organisations, and citizens go unpunished. One of the 
drastic examples of said actions was when the prosecution did not initiate 
proceedings against members of the People’s Patrol when they plastered the city 
centre of Sombor with posters containing images and personal information of 
residents who were renting their accommodation to migrants, effectively inciting 
their lynching.108 Serbian authorities undertook sharper measures towards the 
activities of the People’s Patrol only in response to their protests against the 
acceptance of the EU plan for Kosovo in February 2023 and threats of violence. 
Thus, state authorities arrested Damnjan Knežević, leader of the People’s Patrol, 
and Dejan Zlatanović, editor-in-chief of the far-right internet portal Srbin.info, 
charging them for calling for a violent change of the constitutional order.109 
Another man, allegedly a People’s Patrol member, was arrested on his way to the 
February protest after a scoped rifle was found in his car.110 Knežević and 
Zlatanović were released to defend themselves in freedom, and they soon 
continued with their activities calling again Vučić traitor and fake pro-Russian.111  

The possible reason why authorities responded, in this case, more decisively to 
the violent activities of the People’s Patrol and their collaborators is that they 
want to show the West how determined they are to combat extreme right-wing 
groups and the destabilising efforts of Russia to sabotage the implementation of 
the Brussels Agreement—a process of paramount importance for Western states. 
Consequently, through these arrests, authorities are also sending a message that 
this is a very serious violent group, and the West should understand that the 
extreme right can potentially destabilise Serbia and the region.112 
 



SERBIA 

95 
 

Consequences: Citizens’ Enormous Support for Putin's Russia and 
Undemocratic Values 

The long-term exposure of Serbian citizens to unhindered propaganda from the 
ruling SNS and extreme right-wing groups, such as the People’s Patrol, has 
resulted in the normalisation of pro-Russian, ultra-conservative, and nationalist 
values, as well as the strengthening of anti-democratic, anti-European, and anti-
Western attitudes. The Belgrade Centre for Security Policy’s (BCSP) research 
from the autumn of 2022 shows that the majority of Serbian citizens blame NATO 
and the USA for the outbreak of the full-scale war between Russia and Ukraine, 
and no less than 80 percent of respondents are against imposing sanctions on 
Russia.113 Moreover, 45 percent of citizens believe that Serbia should remain 
neutral in the Ukrainian conflict, while 36 percent think Serbia should take 
Russia's side. The constant bombardment of Serbian citizens with messages that 
Russia is becoming an unstoppable political, economic, and especially military 
force has led to nearly half of the citizens seeing Russia as the dominant power 
in the 21st century. At the same time, less than one-fifth of them believe it to be 
the US. 

Shortly after the SNS came to power in 2014, the support of Serbian citizens for 
EU membership dropped below 50 percent. From 2017 the percentage of 
respondents opposing EU membership started to increase, and by 2022, the 
percentage of both groups of citizens (supporters and opponents of EU 
membership) had equalised at 46 percent. The public opinion towards Serbia’s 
membership in NATO is even more negative, with only 5 percent of respondents 
in favour of joining NATO, while two-thirds of them are against it. Furthermore, 
citizens perceive NATO and the USA to be the biggest enemies of Serbia.114 

Public opinion polls also indicate that nearly half of the citizens support activities 
and/or values promoted by extreme right-wing groups, such as the People’s 
Patrol. A similar percentage of them support the idea of the “Serbian world” and 
the holding of religious rallies to preserve Christian, traditional, and family 
values, as well as public morality. In these conditions, it is no surprise that they 
consider ethnic minorities seeking to secede (41 percent), globalist elites (36 
percent), and migrants (35 percent) as the top threats to their personal security 
and safety, while extreme-right groups (24 percent) and hooligans (22 percent) 
receive more favourable treatment.115 
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The citizens’ nationalist and pro-Russian stance is evident in their opinions on 
Serbia’s foreign policy priorities, with the highest ranked being the protection of 
Serbs in the region (82 percent), the fight for Kosovo (77 percent) and 
strengthening cooperation with Russia (72 percent). In contrast, EU membership 
(41 percent) and improving ties with the USA (37 percent) are ranked lower on 
their list of priorities. Anti-Western attitudes of citizens are mirrored in their 
views towards democracy. Only 40 percent of respondents think that democracy 
is the form of government that suits Serbia best, while one-third are for 
democracy in principle but believe that the current state of affairs in the country 
requires a “firm hand.” The rest of the citizens are indifferent to the form of 
government or are openly for autocracy.116 It is particularly concerning that most 
young people hold negative attitudes towards the EU and democracy, support the 
rule of a strong leader, and justify violence in society.117 

Two Russian media, Sputnik Serbia and Russia Today, are present in Serbia from 
2015 and 2022, respectively, but both are only internet portals. Therefore, the pro-
Russian stances of Serbian citizens cannot be ascribed to Sputnik and RT but to 
Serbian pro-government media with national coverage. BCSP’s public opinion 
polls have shown a significant overlap between people who expressed pro-
Russian attitudes with those who get their information from pro-government TV 
stations and those who fully support President Aleksandar Vučić.118  
 

Concluding Remarks: The SNS and People’s Patrol - Two Sides of the 
Same (Russian) Coin? 

It is easy to conclude that the ruling SNS, while formally still leading Serbia into 
the EU and cooperative towards the West, is the most significant agent of Russian 
influence in Serbia. This influence is primarily manifested in the political and 
informational sphere, though other areas like security policy or economy should 
not be neglected. Through the media it controls, which constitutes 85 percent of 
the overall media space, the SNS spreads pro-Russian propaganda with a much 
greater emotional charge than the two Russian media outlets in Serbia, Sputnik, 
and Russia Today. This raises the question of why Russian influence is also 
present within far-right groups, particularly those critically and even hostile-
oriented towards Vučić's regime, such as the People’s Patrol. Is not it sufficient 
for Russia to exert its influence in Serbia through the ruling SNS which holds 
absolute power in the state? There are three possible answers to these questions. 
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The first explanation is that Putin does not fully trust President Vučić. In this 
scenario, Russia utilises the People’s Patrol to send a message to the authorities 
not to make a U-turn away from Russia. Grounds for this assertion can be found 
in the fact that Vučić has not completely closed the door to the West as Serbia has 
not (officially) abandoned its EU integration path and Vučić appears cooperative 
in normalising relations with Kosovo. Moreover, a vocal pro-Russian figure in 
Serbia is Aleksandar Vulin, a politician with no significant voter base in Serbia, 
solely occupying critical state posts thanks to Vučić. If Vučić turns towards the 
West, he can easily, without domestic political repercussions, distance himself 
from Vulin and shift blame for pro-Russian influence onto Vulin. Finally, Russian 
media in Serbia, Sputnik, and Russia Today are only internet portals, meaning 
that Serbian pro-government media with national coverage are responsible for 
boosting pro-Russian sentiment among Serbian citizens. Given that Vučić's 
government channels Russian influence, he can also curtail and divert it in other 
directions, if he wishes. Therefore, through the People’s Patrol’s (violent) 
activities, Russia is informally conveying to both the authorities in Serbia and the 
West that it has ways to further generate discontent among citizens on national 
and other issues and can exploit it to destabilise Serbia and the region. According 
to this hypothesis, the People’s Patrol is the Kremlin’s informal messenger in 
Serbia.  

The second explanation is that the actions of both actors are well coordinated and 
planned in Moscow. The strong pro-Russian far-right in Serbia serves Vučić to 
demonstrate to the West that the extreme-right can genuinely destabilise the 
situation in Serbia and the region should he decide to swiftly resolve the Kosovo 
issue, thereby eliminating the political basis of Russian influence in Serbia. The 
violent activities of the People’s Patrol provide Vučić with a convenient excuse 
to delay the practical normalisation of relations with Kosovo, preserving a frozen 
conflict—a situation that aligns with Russia’s goals in the region. Vučić’s refusal 
to impose sanctions on Russia could be justified on the same grounds. The 
People’s Patrol has operated unhindered for years, and the arrest of its leader 
serves the purpose of simulating a fight against the pro-Russian far-right in 
Serbia. Vučić’s official cooperation with the West on the Kosovo issue and regular 
years-long hints of moving away from Moscow correspond to Russia’s interests, 
prolonging the West’s false hope of Serbia’s foreign policy shift. Supporting this 
second explanation is the fact that Vučić’s regime has done little to diminish pro-
Russian stances among citizens. Instead, it has reinforced them through its media, 
creating and projecting the image to the West of strong Russian influence in 
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Serbia and portraying that Vučić cannot swiftly shift towards the West. Finally, 
the Serbian and Russian governments share a similar ideological background 
manifested in the Russian and Serbian world concepts, seemingly turning them 
into good allies.  

The third possible explanation is that Vučić does not intend to bring Serbia closer 
to the EU and the West or Russia. Instead, he aims to maintain absolute power in 
the country for as long as possible until the geopolitical situation becomes clearer. 
In pursuit of this goal, he amplifies the fears of both the West and Russia, 
positioning himself in between so that if he is not in power, these fears would 
then materialise – Russia destabilising the region or the West pushing Russia out 
of the Western Balkans. Officially, this is a policy of (military) neutrality, but a 
more suitable term, coined by President Vučić himself, is “politics of 
wriggling,”119 which implies lying to both the West and Russia while masking it 
by making some concessions and decisions that align with their interests. 

Whichever explanation is true, it is certain that the consequences of these actions 
of SNS and extreme right-wing organisations like the People’s Patrol are dire and 
long-lasting for Serbia while simultaneously fitting the goals of Putin’s Russia. 
The public opinion in Serbia is pro-Russian, ultra-conservative, and anti-Western, 
with citizens seeking the rule of a strong leader. Particularly concerning is that a 
majority of young people hold these views. Citizens’ attitudes can change, but it 
is always a slow and difficult process, especially in societies lacking consensus 
on fundamental societal values and at the crossroads of different geopolitical 
interests. Hence, the belief that Serbian authorities can easily change public 
opinion in case of a shift towards the West is unfounded. The responsibility for 
this situation in Serbia also lies with the West, which has tolerated the erosion of 
democratic institutions, the marginalisation of political opposition and critical 
media, and the concentration of power in the hands of Vučić for years, all in 
pursuit of achieving a final agreement between Serbia and Kosovo and 
maintaining fake stability in the Western Balkans. This has led many pro-Western 
citizens in Serbia to become disappointed and sceptical of the EU and the West, 
as well as democracy, which they perceive now only as an instrument in 
geopolitical competition. Therefore, even if Vučić were deposed soon, it would 
be hard to believe that current voters would support a sharp turn from Russia.  

Therefore, it is crucial for the EU and other Western countries to promptly prevent 
Serbia’s further drift towards Russia through a combination of incentive measures 
and sanctions. In this regard, the New Growth Plan for the Western Balkans by 
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the EU Commission is significant, envisioning €6 billion in financial aid and 
investments for Western Balkan countries implementing substantial reforms.120 
Additionally, Serbia will have access to €1.4 billion through IPA3 funds by 
2027.121 The EU should adopt a firmer stance towards Vučić’s government and 
withhold these funds if the authorities do not genuinely strengthen democracy 
and the rule of law and do not align Serbia’s foreign policy with the EU. The EU 
should also impose restrictive measures on representatives and associates of the 
government. The US has already taken such steps for some of them.122 Still, by 
expanding the circle of sanctioned individuals and coordinating the simultaneous 
imposition of sanctions by the EU and Western states, Vučić's government would 
be significantly more affected. 

Finally, one of Serbia’s obligations on the path to the EU is adopting a new 
strategy against violent extremism. The EU should insist that the key priority of 
the strategy be the fight against extreme right-wing and malign foreign influence. 
One of the most important measures in combating the far right should be a change 
in the narrative in the public sphere, with public officials and the media as the 
main actors. Necessary measures should also include strengthening media 
pluralism and critical thinking. Through an accompanying action plan, the EU 
should monitor the implementation of the strategy, and if it proves weak, the EU, 
along with partner countries, should immediately apply restrictive measures 
towards the authorities. 
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