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The coronavirus pandemic’ found Serbia in an advanced process of state capture,
with the country’s ranking falling over the years in various global indices in the areas of
democracy, the rule of law, human rights and freedoms?. The state capture implies a
deliberately and gradually developed system of deep and widespread corruption in
which institutions are abused, by legal and illegal means, to extract public funds into
private pockets, to the detriment of citizens’ rights and freedoms and the public interest,
while the fagade of democratic processes is formally retained.® The management of the
pandemic unmasked that fagade as well. The country suddenly found itself in a “war”,
which was a framework narrative in which the key messages that were used to conduct
and justify state capture, came to the fore even more.

Although the analysis covers the entire year 2020 and the beginning of 2021, the
greatest attention was given to the state of emergency in the spring of 2020. The
construction of the narrative was facilitated in the conditions of excessive presence of
government representatives in the media, at almost daily press conferences, addresses
to the nation, and numerous appearances of the President of the Republic, the Prime
Minister, doctors from the government’s Crisis Response Team and several ministers
on television. In addition, access to authentic information on the consequences of the
pandemic was largely denied to the public. In that narrative, the holders of power, the
President of the Republic in particular, were presented as skillful and dedicated saviors
of the citizens from the plague. The elderly population, the functionality of the healthcare
system and the economy took turns as priorities (victims) that needed to be protected.

Since March 2020, when the first case of coronavirus was recorded in Serbia, the
narrative that the country is at war with the pandemic has been strongly emphasised.
Almost all the determinants that are a constituent part of the narrative about the war
are present in the statements of the relevant actors. It is clearly emphasised that “we”
are in the war, that “we” will win, that “we” are better than others. Doctors working in
the red zones of COVID hospitals are “front line fighters”; COVID-19 vaccines are “the
strongest weapon in the war against the coronavirus”; medals and ordeals are awarded
for successful participation in the “war against the coronavirus”, while the army and
police “walk down” the central streets of the capital.

Although certain constituent parts of the war narrative may have a positive effect, in
terms of mobilising citizens to show solidarity, adhere to measures to prevent the spread
of a highly contagious virus, and be patient in an unprecedented global crisis, there are
at least two problems in connection with this way of communication. First of all, one
cannot be at war with the virus; war implies the interests and motives of the parties
involved, something that certainly cannot be identified with the virus, nor with the
disease that the virus causes. Secondly, the “state of war” is a very fertile ground for the
violation of human rights and freedoms, which was recorded in Serbia, primarily during
the state of emergency.*

Finally, managing and handling the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic using
the narrative of war is risky for states where institutions are already weakened and
captured. In “extraordinary circumstances”, the government very often usurps the crisis



to concentrate formal and real power in its hands, control the flow of information, spend
public resources in a non-transparent manner and deal with its critics as enemies of the
state. In addition, an atmosphere of uncertainty and confusion among the citizens was
maintained by constantly changing the messages of intimidation and relaxation.

From the moment when the first case of COVID-19 was recorded in Serbia, and
especially since the unconstitutional declaration of the state of emergency,® the central
figure in the “war” against the pandemic was taken over by the President of the
Republic. The role that the President assigned to himself in this war is not only to make
decisions, but also to announce those decisions himself. As the war lasts longer, so
does the commander-in-chief retreat into the background, while other institutions take
over the place of spokespersons, primarily of the COVID-19 Crisis Response Team.
The war was “declared” on 15 March, during the address of the President to the citizens
of the Republic of Serbia after the state of emergency was declared. It was then
concluded that Serbia had not yet recovered from the wars of the 1990s, the wars in
which Serbia had participated since the establishment of the modern state were listed,
allies were singled out — the People’s Republic of China, while the “European solidarity”
was declared dead.

“Today, Serbia is at war against an invisible enemy, a dangerous and wicked enemy,
and our country must win."®

In the same speech, the President pointed out the goal of the war:

“Surrender was never an option for Serbia. We will fight and we will win. Long
live Serbia!"”

Comparatively speaking, the leadersof most European countries addressed the public
during the introduction of strict measures after the sudden spread of the coronavirus in
Europe at the end of February and the beginning of March 2020. However, the narrative
of the leaders of the states, especially those states with which the President later
compared himself during the pandemic, is quite different in relation to the narrative
about the war. (On 29 March 2020, the President stated on Prva TV that “our health care
system is better than the one in the European Union.”®) For example, the Chancellor of
the Federal Republic of Germany, Angela Merkel, stated that the country had not faced
such a challenge that required joint and united action ever since World War Two.® Similar
messages came from other European leaders. However, the goal of these messages is
to call for solidarity and patience, something that was not noticed in the President’s first
speech after the introduction of the state of emergency. Also, the tone with which the
actor performing the securitisation act (social construction of athreat) addresses largely
determines the nature of the threat narrative. The tone and gestures of the President
himself largely shaped the narrative of the pandemic as if it were a war.



The Serbian Progressive Party declared its first victory in this war in April 2020," which
should be analysed in the context of the election campaign for the parliamentary
elections held on 21 June 2020, when almost all measures against the pandemic were
withdrawn.

Since the outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic, it is surprising that many things did
not comply with the applicable 2016 Law on the Protection of the Population from
Infectious Diseases. This law already envisages the establishment of the National
Expert Commission for the Protection of the Population from Infectious Diseases, which
would have in its competence the consideration of the current epidemiological situation
in Serbia, as well as the adoption of conclusions and recommendations for the
adoption of measures.” In fact, all decisions concerning the crisis management
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic in Serbia are concentrated in the hands of the Crisis
Response Team, which, in addition to the “medical part”, also has its “political part”.
The big question is whether the Government of the Republic of Serbia decided to form
a Crisis Response Team in order to maintain political control over the management of
the crisis, because the Commission, if formed in accordance with the Law on Protection
of the Population from Infectious Diseases, would be composed exclusively of medical
professionals.

Even the “medical part” of the Crisis Response Team over time became “infected” with
the war narrative, and some doctors began to explain certain actions as if the state was
actually in a state of war. Thus, a member of the Crisis Response Team, Predrag Kon,
at a press conference in January 2021, answering a journalist's question regarding the
interpretation of his statement that some doctors become infected during their coffee
breaks, and the stormy reactions of some of the doctors, answered:

“Then they tell me I'm not coming to the dialogue, and he puts me on the dock,
threatens me that he will come out of the dark, or | should go out to a dialogue with
the one who calls me names, calls me a man who got into the autocratic regime.
| don't belong to anyone! It is high time to remember that. I'm here to defend the
country from virus and that'’s all. | don’t care about anything else."?

Finally, the President of the Republic repeatedly defended doctors (people on the “first
line of the front”) from criticism directed at the Crisis Response Team. When 700
doctors signed a petition against the Crisis Response Team in July 2020, the President
said during a guest appearance on the national TV broadcaster RTS:

“I will not allow the attack against the best of us remain without a response. It is
someone’s job to destroy everything that exists in Serbia. It's not a problem at all,
Aleksandar Vuci¢ may be the worst in the world, but leave the doctors at peace, leave
those great people.”®

However, in every war there are “traitors” in their own ranks. It seems that, when it comes
to public health, the biggest “traitors” become the medical staff who informed the public
in various ways about the situation in COVID hospitals, or the doctors who joined the
“United Against COVID" association. Thus, only at the Military Medical Academy, and
according to media reports, several chiefs were replaced due to their support to one of
this association’s statements.’ The capture of the health care system has been further



intensified by the dismissal of doctors in chief positions, because the practice before the
beginning of the pandemic shows that people close to the government were appointed
to the position of hospital director.

One kind of proof that we are at war is the presence of the army and military police on
the streets of cities in Serbia. Namely, the President announced in his speech during
the declaration of the state of emergency that the army would guard the hospitals. In
the following days, it was noticed that members of the army were patrolling the central
streets of Belgrade, so the big question was whether the purpose of bringing the army
and military police to the streets was to show power, when it is actually a matter of other
authorities and services.®

Serbia’s war against the coronavirus was also marked by the alternation of contradictory
messages and Orwellian denial of earlier statements. At a time when little was
known about the new virus, politicians boasted of Serbian scientists, announcing
the development of a vaccine, and a prominent member of the medical staff of the
Crisis Response Team even ridiculed the virus.

“I want the citizens of Serbia to know, Serbia with its experts is ready today -
we can make that vaccine.”’® (Minister of Health Zlatibor Lonéar on TV Pink, 30
January 2020)

A month later, a prominent doctor, as a non-political figure, stated in front of other
members of the Crisis Response Team:

“I can't believe that the people who survived the sanctions, the bombing, all kinds of
harassment, are afraid of the funniest virus in the history of mankind, which exists
on Facebook.” “Estrogens definitely protect women, they have mild forms and do not
die from this virus. Therefore, women, you should feel free to go shopping in Italy
because | hear that there's gonna be big sales there, because no one on earth would
go to Italy now.”"” (Dr. Branimir Nestorovi¢, press conference, 26 February 2020)

Shortly afterwards, after it was announced that the first cases of infection had been
registered in Serbia, the narrative quickly turned upside down, and it was necessary to
forget that it had ever been claimed otherwise.

“Do not lie, no one said it was the funniest virus. No one! The people just said there
was no need to panic.”'® (Aleksandar Vuci¢, press conference, 11 March 2020)

The President soon declared war against the coronavirus, at a time when there were
only about 50 infected people in the territory of Serbia, and strict measures of banning
movement were introduced. These measures, whose constitutionality is disputable,
were almost absolute for persons older than 65, which is justified by the patronising
attitude of the state towards this group of the population.



“If you listen to such proposals [for a slight relaxation of measures], neither the whole
new cemetery at Bezanijska kosa, LeS¢e, New cemetery, nor the Central cemetery
will be enough for us. All cemeteries will be too small to accommodate all of us if
you listen to other people’s suggestions, so please listen to your state.”'® (Aleksandar
Vuci¢, press conference, 25 March 2020)

The inconsistency can be explained to some extent by the uncertain situation and
insufficient information about the novel virus, and the new disease and its treatment, as
well as the “fine” direction of public opinion - intimidation to discipline when people do
not adhere to measures, appeasement with empty promises when the situation becomes
too difficult. But these messages were often inappropriate and extreme, unjustified by
the real state of affairs hidden from the public behind the scenes of daily conferences
broadcast by almost all media and closely followed by the majority of the population.

During the “war”, citizens were expected to blindly trust the state, regardless of the fact
that it alternately gave contradictory messages, at a time of disinformation and hiding
information. Those who asked or revealed more than what was presented to the public
were marked as malicious enemies of Serbia (see below).

The dynamics of the pandemic and the alternation of conflicting messages were closely
connected with the then upcoming regular parliamentary, provincial and local elections
in the spring of 2020. Not only did the pandemic affect the holding of elections and the
dynamics of the election campaign, but it was also the other way around. The elections
were originally announced on 4 March for the end of April.?° Only after nine electoral lists
collected and verified signatures, a state of emergency was declared, which enabled the
suspension of electoral activities. After the end of the state of emergency in early May,
21 June was set as the new election date.

Although the unofficial election campaign of the ruling party continued during the
52 days of the state of emergency through a series of activities typical of political
promotion, now with far greater media coverage,?' the narrative subsequently adjusted
in preparation for the June general elections. The measures were relaxed, and the
dominant message was that Serbia wins the war against the virus.?? Although the title
of the Information Booklet of the Serbian Progressive Party for March-April 2020 stated
that “Serbia has won a battle against the dangerous virus,”? which is what the doctor
from the Crisis Response Team said in mid-April, the Prime Minister later claimed that

no one had said that.#*

The football match in front of thousands of fans was held in Belgrade on 10 June 2020,
without any physical distance. The absolute victory of the Serbian Progressive Party in
the elections at the end of June was celebrated in the election headquarters without any
delay and with the violation of epidemiological measures in front of the public. Already
at the beginning of July, President Vuci¢ announced the tightening of measures and the
reintroduction of curfew, as well as the difficult upcoming autumn.

“With this speed with which they are being filled, we no longer have hospitals.
Today is the most difficult day in our country since the beginning of the coronavirus
pandemic. (...) We've made a lot of mistakes, we relaxed too much, we all thought
it was over, it was said that the virus would subside over the summer, and that is
why we are all individually to blame.”?® (Aleksandar Vug¢i¢ at the press conference
on 7 July 2020)



A spontaneous protest rally in Belgrade followed, which the authorities, along with
violent incidents, characterized as “extremely frivolous and irresponsible behaviour."?
On 10 July, 386 newly infected people were officially registered, while 18 people died.
Half a year later, when groups of people were brought to the unveiling of the monument
to Stefan Nemanja on 27 January 2021, in addition to the ban on gatherings, ten times
more newly infected people and 20 died were recorded.?” In March and April 2021,
citizens who oppose epidemiological measures, masks and vaccinations gathered
around this monument and danced the kolo folk dance. Although at that time the
number of infected people increased by more than 4,000 a day, and the number of deaths
on a daily basis was over 30, the Prime Minister expressed regret and not condemnation
because of this unreported gathering, noting that there was no state reaction because
the gathering was peaceful.?®

Apart from the inconsistent messages, whose shift went along with the (pre-) election
dynamics, the attitude of the authorities towards different actors was also inconsistent,
depending on whether they are opposition or pro-government.

In the “war” against the pandemic, the government’s aspiration is to present the state
and its fight against the coronavirus as one of the best in the region and beyond. On the
occasion of the Day of Reconciliation in the First World War, the President stated:

“Today is the most difficult day officially for the Republic of Serbia, as far as the
coronavirus pandemic is concerned, both in terms of the number of deaths and the
number of infected, but with all that, when you look at the population, we are still
among the top five or five in Europe."®

On the other hand, a part of the public was shocked by BIRN’s research®® that the
government, but also the central public health institution in Serbia, the Dr Milan
Jovanovi¢ Batut Institute, knowingly falsified data on the number of deaths from
COVID-19. The latter work of investigative journalists revealed that the number of
deaths and the reported number of infected is much higher than officially announced.
Statistical data on the total number of dead citizens of Serbia clearly show that there
is a very large jump that cannot be explained by statistical criteria.®' Certainly, the
unavailability of treatment for people suffering from other serious diseases affected
a large number of deaths compared to previous years, but the statements of some
doctors, as well as analyses of investigative journalists show that the number of
deaths from COVID-19 is much higher than officially reported. Authorities repeatedly
vehemently denied deliberately covering up the death toll. Explaining the methodology
on the basis of which the records of the deceased are made, in June 2020 the Prime
Minister of Serbia stated:

“For example, | have the symptoms, | go to the COVID clinic and there | get a positive
result and they register me in the database there. | go to the Infectious Diseases Clinic
and the bus runs into me. | am a deceased person registered in that database.”?
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On the other hand, a major problem with the information system that collects data on
the number of infected and deceased from COVID-19 was also reported by a member
of the Crisis Response Team Predrag Kon.* The President and the health minister also
denied claims that the death toll was higher than officially reported. All this has created
a confusing situation in which the right of the public to receive information of public
importance is denied.®*

However, if it is really true that the government is deliberately covering up the number
of deaths from COVID-19, there are two possibilities that can explain such behaviour.
The first is to avoid panic among the population, which would be confusing, given that
the government and the Crisis Response Team repeatedly spread panic in various ways,
as was the case when sending text messages in late March 2020 in the late evening
that the situation was dramatic and that we wre approaching the scenario from lItaly
and Spain, or the President’s statement from March 2020 about small cemeteries. On
that occasion, the President expressed his satisfaction that the citizens were frightened
by opening accommodation capacities at the Belgrade Fairgrounds, and added that he
would “have to think of something even worse than the Fairgrounds”®.

If we view these statements as statements that increase fear among citizens about
the consequences of the coronavirus pandemic, i.e., that the government actually
spread panic, we can look for another explanation for intentionally covering up the exact
number of deaths from COVID-19 in the government’s intentions to present the
successful fight against the pandemic, especially in its first months, to contribute to a
better result of the ruling party in the June 2020 elections or to show that it is better at
resolving the crisis compared to other countries, in the region and beyond. Whatever
the reason for the large differences between the official number of deceased and the
number mentioned by both investigative journalists and prominent medical experts, it is
clear that this is an extremely low level of transparency in the work of competent state
bodies, as well as misuse of data to achieve political points.

In wars, it is common for rival forces to manipulate numbers - the tactic of
deliberately minimising one’s own losses while exaggerating the opponent’s losses is
used to strengthen one’s own morale and weaken the opposing side. In this “war against
the pandemic”, the question is whether the cover-up of the number of infected and
deceased “reduced the morale” of the coronavirus, or whether the government is
actually at war against its own citizens in order to achieve its own political interests.

In addition to the statistics of victims, the government also manipulated the number of
ventilators, which are presented as a key tool in the fight against coronavirus. First, the
Prime Minister publicly denied information about the number of ventilators in Serbia,
claiming that it was a state secret,* and a few hours later, that number was announced
by President Vucié. Later, however, he emphasised that citizens should not even know
how budget funds are spent: “And don’t ask me anymore how | procure ventilators.” [...]
It's none of your business. | have my ways.”®” With this statement, he showed that he was
responsible for the purchase of ventilators, through his contacts and friends abroad, and
later, in a typical pre-election activity (which formally should not have been), he distrib-
uted this equipment throughout the country, and stressed that a decade later it will be
remembered that those were “ventilators that Vuci¢ delivered”.®



In the captured state, critics of the government and official policies are characterised
as enemies of the national interest, all questions and re-examinations of the official
narrative are interpreted as malicious, and any criticism of the measures introduced
by the government is directed against the state and the President as its growing
personification. This has also been the case since the beginning of the war against
coronavirus.

The government labelled various categories of citizens as “enemies” because of
their words and deeds. Among them were Serbian citizens returning from abroad,*
those who did not respect restrictive measures,* but also journalists*’ and civil
society organisations*? who asked too much questions, as well as opposition groups,*®
who questioned the justification of government measures or suggested a different
approach to addressing crisis. The narrative of the government representatives also
included the division into international friends and false friends who, in a situation of
crisis, think only of themselves and leave Serbia in the lurch.*

The daily conferences of the political or professional part of the Crisis Response Team,
with a live broadcast, were first attended by journalists, respecting all epidemiological
measures, and then they were instructed to send questions in advance by e-mail.
Although one of the reasons was the concern for the health of journalists, the Minister
of Health explained:

“I remind you that we organised expert conferences and went out of our way for
the experts to answer, but they turned into political issues and attacks on Vuci¢.”*
(Zlatibor Lonc¢ar, 11 April 2020)

The Crisis Response Team warned that journalists, with their critical reporting on
the situation on the ground, spread panic and spent their precious time denying
misinformation, and at the end of March 2020, the Government secretly banned all
institutions and medical staff from providing information about the epidemic,
establishing a monopoly of the Crisis Response Team on information. This measure
led to the arrest of the journalist for publishing the true story from verified sources,
which, along with the disputed constitutionality of the measure, led to violent reactions
in the country and the international community, and it was abolished.® As a reason
for withdrawing the Conclusion, however, the Prime Minister stated that she was doing
so: “at the explicit, direct request of President Aleksandar Vuci¢ and | understand why
the President asked me... It is my stupidity and my responsibility, it is my stupidity that
| did not explain it, when we passed it."#

When civil society organisations monitoring and promoting the fight against corruption
highlighted the dangers of hiding information, acting out of procedures and non-
-transparent (public) procurement, the President rebuked them:

1



12

“Right... they start from themselves, they know how they would steal money from
the people’s misery, so they think that others would do the same. No, I'm fighting for
people’s lives.”® (Aleksandar Vuci¢ on RTS, 7 April 2020)

When, immediately after the general elections at the end of June, investigative
journalists discovered that the officially announced statistics on patients and deaths
from the consequences of coronavirus were unreliable and more modest than reality,
both journalists and civil society organisations tried to get authentic numbers in the
months to follow. Their fight was again marked as unnecessary and malicious.

“You can't get used to Serbia being one of the best with results. And I'm sorry that
it looks like you'd prefer to have more people dead.” #° (Zlatibor Loncar, 30
September 2020).

When in July 2020, over 700 medical workers, gathered in the informal initiative “United
Against COVID”, condemned the concealment of information and politicization of the
profession and demanded the removal of the Crisis Response Team, their appeal was
interpreted as politicised and thus discredited.

“That’'s how much this is about profession. Then a guy called Panié appears, a man
who is the leader of a local front, a politician, abuses the union, the union is not even
representative, or anything... There are people who were holders of the Democratic
Party list in some previous elections, holders of the Dveri list in these elections and
| don't know which parties... It should continue to bring solidarity with them now of
all those who were losers in the elections .” 5° (Zlatibor Lonc¢ar, 22 July 2020)

The protests of citizens who at the end of April 2020, by banging pots from their
windows, expressed dissatisfaction with the actions of the authorities, without
questioning the great efforts of health workers, were also marked as politicised,
oppositional and financed by tycoons.

“They stole the thunder for the applause for doctors and medical staff to make
noise. Now you don't even have the applause for the doctors anymore. You politically
abused the applause for those people who are on the front line of the battle.”s' (Ana
Brnabi¢, 3 May 2020)

In response to “Noise against dictatorship”, torches were organised on the rooftops
of buildings in several cities in the middle of the curfew, which was called for in the
assembly by a member of the ruling party,%? in order to surpass and marginalise the

sound of resistance and criticism.



The coronavirus pandemic found Serbia in the context of state capture. Precisely
because of that, the decisions made by the government within the framework of “crisis
management” protected the private and political interests of public office holders.
The state of democracy in Serbia deteriorated drastically during the pandemic, as shown
by data from relevant international organisations. Moreover, the representatives of the
ruling party in Serbia directly pointed out that the state of the pandemic is equal to
the “state of war”, and that in that context there is no talk of progress on the issue of
human rights and the status of democracy. During the state of emergency, a prominent
representative of the ruling party said during the parliamentary debate:

“Ms. Brnabi¢, you must not have withdrawn the decree on fake news and listen to
Aleksandar Vuci¢ not to arrest those who spread lies. Fake reporters are supported
here. Everyone has the right to be a journalist, yet no one has the right to lie. There
is no place for democracy during the state of emergency.”®® (Vladimir Dukanovi¢, 29
April 2020)

During the management of the crisis caused by the coronavirus pandemic, it can be
concluded that the state capture affected its management in two ways. On the one
hand, the current situation affected the decisions, as well as the way of communication
regarding the pandemic, to be centralised, and that no one but the bearers of narratives
about the pandemic as a “state of war”, created by the ruling party, has the right to
present alternative proposals for resolving the crisis. On the other hand, the coronavirus
pandemic served to strengthen the process of state capture, especially in the healthcare
sector.

Although the coronavirus pandemic has negatively affected the state of democracy
at the global level, the cases of states that do not have the status of “democratic
states” or, in the case of Serbia, “partially consolidated democracies” are especially
sensitive, because the crisis situationis very fertile ground for strengthening authoritarian
tendencies. In the case of Serbia, the way the crisis was managed has deepened
the momentum of state capture in a form that can be called “covidocracy”.

13
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