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Overviewy

The Water Council has not been established. The new Water Law, the General
Flood Defense Plan and a regulation that would closer define the method for
defining water land boundaries have not been adopted. The Action Plan for
the Implementation of the Water Management Strategy and the Flood Risk
Management Plan remain mere drafts, and the annual Water Management
Program has been amended multiple times. Only those plans that are updat-
ed annually on a smaller scale, such as the Operational Flood Defense Plan
and the Annual Water Status Monitoring Program, can be said to have been

timely adopted.

The continued practice of delays in (non)adopting key documents and multiple
revisions of annual plans suggests systematic challenges in planning and
implementing water management policies. When plans remain at the level
of drafts, this might create room for flexible interpretation of obligations
and responsibilities, given that the lack of officially defined obligations and
deadlines leaves room for not taking action without visible consequences.
When public debates are initiated only after the implementation was already
supposed to have started or when multiple amendments are being made, one
gets the impression that the plans are not there to steer the activities, but

only to accompany them.

If one were to look for the causes of this kind of practice exclusively in the
water management sector, one might presume that this is a result of a complex
inter-department coordination, limited capacities or insufficiently developed
mechanisms for long-term planning. However, taking into consideration that
the key strategic document for spatial development of the country, the Spatial
Plan of the Republic of Serbia from 2021 to 2035, has yet to be adopted, it is clear
that the only thing implemented consistently on a national level is a sustained
postponement. Even if there are just causes for this, they were not presented

to the public. It is evident that it is necessary to improve decision-making
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and planning processes by strengthening transparency and more consistent
adherence to the defined procedures, all in order to ensure a responsible and

efficient water resource management.

The water management sector in Serbia still relies extensively on an outdated
approach that prioritizes physical control of watercourses by meander cut-offs,
channel lining, construction of embankments and disconnection of watercourses
from their natural floodplains, oftentimes at the expense of nature. Even though
the practice of deliberate drainage of wetlands may have ceased, they are often
left to gradual decay due to succession and desiccation. Despite the fact that
the strategic documents such as the Water Management Strategy and River

Basin Management Plan formally acknowledge the importance of preserving

ecosystems, the environmental aspects remain marginalized in practice.

What is necessary is a shift towards an approach that identifies healthy aquatic
ecosystems as key to adapting to climate change and to sustainable develop-
ment. With empowerment and better coordination between institutions and
active engagement of the public, Serbia has the opportunity to modernize
water management and demonstrate that protection of aquatic ecosystems

is not an obstacle to development, but rather its precondition.

Strategic and
| egisiative Framework

The adoption of the new Water Law has been announced and postponed year
after year. Despite the fact that the fifth revised National Program for the
Adoption of the EU Acquis,'® adopted on October 24, 2024, states that its

preparation is underway, with a view to adopting it by the end of that respec-

123 https://www.mei.gov.rs/srl/dokumenta/nacionalna-dokumenta/npaa
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tive year, this never happened. The reporting period for this Report did not
see any subsequent revisions of the National Plan and therefore, there is no

information on the new deadline for adopting this Law.

A public debate on the Draft Action Plan for the Implementation of the Water
Management Strategy on the territory of the Republic of Serbia from 2024
to 2026 was conducted with a minimum duration period of 20 days during
the summer of 2024. Whereas the report on the conducted public debate
states that no objections or suggestions were received during the defined
timeframe, the Action Plan says that the suggestions received pertained to the
wording of the Plan and correcting and amending certain measures/activities.
After acting upon the objections, and based on the conclusions made by the
Committee for Implementing the Public Debate Procedure on the Draft Action
Plan, preparations of the final text of the Action Plan started, even though the
document is still labeled as "Draft”. The Action Plan lists the results achieved
in the previous period, without comparison of the funds planned and spent.
Excel spreadsheets® published annually on the website of the Republic Water
Directorate also offer only a description. However, the 2024 report was not
available during the preparation of this Report. Activities planned for the 2024-
2026 period, with estimated funds, are provided further in the text.

Regulation on Determining the Water Management Program in 2024,'*> adopted
by the Government in early February 2024, was subsequently amended through
five new regulations (in March, July, twice in November, and in December,
respectively). The Program defines works of general interest in water man-
agement which are funded in the current year and in the fields of (1) water
management and use, (2) water protection, (3) river training and protection
against harmful effects of water, (4) planning and international cooperation in
the field of water, as well as the amount of funds for performing these works.
The most important changes that brought about the adoption of the new regu-

lations refer to increasing funds for financing new works on river training and

124 https://rdvode.gov.rs/dokumenti/strateski-i-planski-dokumenti/

125 Regulation on Determining the Water Management Program in 2024 (Official Gazette of RS, no. 14 dated
February 23, 2024, no. 26 dated March 29, 2024, no. 59 dated July 12, 2024, no. 89 dated November 8,
2024, no. 90 dated November 15, 2024, no. 101 dated December 20, 2024), available at: https:/pravno-
informacioni-sistem.rs/eli/rep/sgrs/vlada/uredba/2024/14/3/reg
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protection against harmful effects of water, repair and investment maintenance
of flood, erosion and torrents protection structures, and drainage systems;
for financing the construction of the dam with reservoir Arilje — Svrackovo
Profile, it being intended for design and expert supervision and investment
affairs, as well as works concerning the preparation of technical documentation
with the aim of innovating the technical solution; for financing new works
on the construction of hydraulic structures for water supply to parts of the
municipalities of Sjenica, Tutin (Pester water supply system), Nova Varo$ and
Bosilegrad; for continuing the preparation of the technical documentation
for restoration and reclamation of the area from which sand and gravel were
extracted and the area used for disposing of materials, and for financing the
design activities during the construction of the Morava Corridor motorway.
On the other hand, funds for planning and international cooperation in the
field of water were reduced compared to their initial amount, despite the fact
that the latest amendment additionally envisages a study on legal, economic,
technical and security aspects of managing high dams in Serbia, instead of

financing the preparation of a study on sanitary protection zones.

Regulation on Determining the Water Management Program in 2025%° was
adopted in February 2025. Compared to the final amendment of the program
for 2024, much less funds are allocated in 2025 for water management and
use, and much more funds for river training and protection against harmful
effects of water. The funds for water protection remain the same as last year,
and are somewhat larger when it comes to planning and international water
cooperation. It remains to be seen whether this time the funds and works have
been adequately planned at the beginning of the year or if the regulation will

undergo amendments.

Regulation on establishing the previous General Flood Defense Plan was
adopted with a validity period that expires on March 23, 2025. As on the date

of completing this Report, the new General Plan has not been adopted due to

126 Regulation on Determining the Water Management Program in 2025 (Official Gazette of RS, no. 12 dated
February 7, 2025, no. 47 dated May 30, 2025), available at: https:/pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/eli/rep/
sgrs/vlada/uredba/2025/12/5/reg
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lengthy procedures for obtaining consent from the relevant institutions. It is

unknown whether amendments to the previous Plan are planned.

Through the Order on Establishing the Operational Flood Defense Plan for
2025, the Plan was adopted in due time in its standard form. Adding the names
of pumping stations also to the part of the Plan referring to inland waters (for

every hydro-melioration system) would contribute to its completeness.

In June 2024, the Republic Water Directorate of the Ministry of Agriculture,
Forestry and Water Management, in cooperation with the public water man-
agement companies Srbijavode and Vode Vojvodine, updated and amended
the Draft Flood Risk Management Plan for the Territory of the Republic of
Serbia by 2027,% originally published in 2023. The amendment refers to two
chapters on climate change and their impact on floods and the implemented
nature-based solutions. The document remains a draft, despite the fact that
most of the implementation period has lapsed. It was announced that public
inspection and public debate would be held after preparing the Strategic
Environmental Assessment of the Flood Risk Management Plan. Since the
document was not adopted at the Government's session, it was never posted
on the relevant webpage on the website of the Republic Water Directorate
(Documents — Strategic and Planning Documents), where all the officially
adopted documents are generally made available. Instead, it is only available
as a link in the news dated June 24, 2024. Once the news is archived or when
the website is modified, only those who already know to look within the specific
piece of news will be able to find the document, given that browsing the website

will not provide access to it.

Given that the Preliminary Flood Risk Assessment was updated in 2019, it
is expected that it will be revised during 2025 and amended if necessary. By
making the Preliminary Flood Risk Assessment available to the public, the
competent institution would abide by the requirement referred to in Article

10 of the EU Floods Directive, the implementation of which requires that this

127 https://arhiva.rdvode.gov.rs/doc/Predlog_PURP-RS_27.pdf
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document be developed. Flood hazard maps and flood risk maps,?® as well as
the abovementioned Draft Flood Risk Management Plan, whose publication
is required in the abovementioned article of the Directive, are available to
the public.

Plan for Water Protection against Pollution is yet to be adopted. According
to information on the website of the National Water Directorate, drafting of

this plan was in its final stages and was expected to be adopted ten years ago.

Regulation on Establishing the Annual Water Status Monitoring Program for
2025 was adopted in March 2025. While the observed parameters remained the
same, the number of monitoring sites is slightly different compared to last year.

Aregulation that would closer define the methodology for determining water

land boundaries is one of many documents which are yet to be adopted.

With respect to the documents required by the Water Law, it is safe to conclude
that certain annual plans are being revised multiple times throughout the
year, whereas preparation of plans with a longer implementation period is
often postponed. Draft plans and calls for public debate are announced only
after the implementation period is well underway, and documents are often

not adopted officially, effectively making them mere drafts.

One of the reasons for the inconsistencies in the preparation and adoption
of the required documents can be found in the fact that the Water Council,
although clearly mandated by the Water Law, has never been established. This
has deprived the system of an institutional mechanism that would enable
expert-based, inclusive and transparent decision-making in the field of water
management. Instead, the role of the Council remains unfulfilled, and its legally
defined functions are carried out in practice within a narrow administrative
framework, without the systematic involvement of relevant experts and the

public concerned.

128 https://www.srbijavode.rs/karte-ugrozenosti-i-karte-rizika-od-poplava.html,
https://vodevojvodine.com/o-nama/delatnosti/odbrana-od-poplava/
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A similar issue has been observed also in connection with the National Water
Conference, which is envisioned by the Water Law as a mechanism for public
participation and cross-sectoral dialogue on water management. However,
according to available information, only one session has been held to date, in
2022, during which the Rules of Procedure and staffing matters were discussed,
without addressing substantive topics within the Conference’s mandate, such
as reviewing strategic documents or providing recommendations for policy
improvement. This approach, which prioritizes administrative matters while
lacking further activity, indicates that the Conference has not been materialized
as a functional forum for dialogue and public engagement, despite its clearly

defined legal role.

The fifth revised National Program for the Adoption of the EU Acquis foresees
the adoption of additional documents related to water quality, but only in the

upcoming period, and these will therefore be covered in the next Shadow Report.

ImMplementation of Reguations

Certain aspects of the Water Law proved ineffective shortly after their entry
into force, which is why the adoption of a new law has been announced for
several years now. There is a noticeable deviation from the deadlines prescribed
by the Law, while some of the provisions are being implemented selectively
and with evident flexibility, possibly under the assumption that they will be
redefined in the future legal framework. For example, the Law envisages the
adoption of a river basin management plan for the Danube River Basin, for river
basin districts, as well as a special river basin management plan. To date, only
the River Basin Management Plan for the Territory of the Republic of Serbia
has been adopted, leaving it unclear whether plans for other territorial units

are to be expected. Similarly, the Flood Risk Management Plan is supposed to
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be adopted both for the territory of the Republic of Serbia and for river basin

districts, but so far, only the former exists, it being only as a draft.

Although the River Basin Management Plan is one of the few strategic doc-
uments that are formally in force, the current situation on the ground gives
the impression that its primary objective is not "to prevent the deterioration
of the status of water bodies, as well as to restore and protect the good status
of surface water and groundwater bodies”, but rather to merely describe the
existing state. While the general public likely remains unaware of many cases
of harmful effects on water, it is particularly concerning that projects deemed
to be of special national importance to the Republic of Serbia, such as the con-
struction of the Morava Corridor motorway, are among the main drivers of river
ecosystem degradation. As part of this project, a systematic meander cut-off on
the Zapadna Morava River is being carried out, which artificially shortens the
river's course, increases flow velocity and disrupts sediment dynamics. Such
interventions inevitably lead to significant hydrodynamic and morphological
changes that cause habitat loss or affect the habitat conditions for numerous
aquatic species. Having in mind that the current River Basin Management
Plan does not recognize meander cut-offs as either a hydro-morphological
pressure or a factor influencing the ecological status of water bodies, and
that Chapter 7.5 of the Plan (Future Infrastructure Projects and Application of
Article 4(7) of the WFD) provides clear instructions for justifying exemptions
from achieving good ecological status of water bodies, as a result, in the next
cycle of updating the Plan, the competent institutions will only be able to ac-
knowledge that the Zapadna Morava River, along much of its course, has lost
the characteristics of a natural watercourse. Judging by the amount of stone
currently being placed on the banks and bottom of the newly formed riverbed,
one gets the impression that an entire hill has been sacrificed to prevent the
river from ever reestablishing its natural flow. It would not be surprising if
this watercourse were one day formally classified as construction land in the

cadaster — something its appearance, unfortunately, already justifies.
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Map illustrating meander cut-offs on the Zapadna Morava River as
part of the construction of the Morava Corridor motorway

Construction works on meander cut-off on the Zapadna Morava River
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Meander cut-off on the Zapadna Morava River as part of

the construction of the Morava Corridor motorway

In addition to the riverbed itself, the riverbanks of the Zapadna Morava have
undergone significant transformation due to intensive gravel and sand ex-
traction — an activity formally carried out in accordance with the current
Sediment Extraction Plan. Large excavation pits remain at the extraction sites,
which have since filled with water, thus forming new water bodies. Although
these interventions were not aimed at creating wetland habitats, but rather
resulted from sediment exploitation for infrastructure works, the formation of
new bodies of water raises important questions about their future role within

the ecosystem.

If these areas are approached systematically, through proper planning and
environmental monitoring, they could become functional wetland habitats,
which are important for biodiversity conservation and for mitigating the effects
of climate change. Such an approach would align with the goals of the United
Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) and the concept of
land degradation neutrality, which entails compensating for lost land functions

by restoring or creating new ecologically valuable areas.

However, the question remains whether stable aquatic habitats will develop
in these excavated areas — habitats that can withstand increasingly frequent

droughts and low water levels. In addition, there is a growing concern that
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the characteristics of these pits, including their potentially greater depth
compared to the riverbed, could contribute to disruptions in the regime of

both groundwater and surface water.

According to available information, technical documents for the develop-
ment of these areas'® have likely already been prepared, but are not publicly
accessible. It remains to be seen whether these plans include solutions that
not only prevent further degradation, but also enable the development of new
valuable habitats, or whether the competent institutions will show willingness
to adapt their interventions in accordance with the ecological potential of these

transformed riparian zones.

If these steps are implemented, the transformation of the riparian excavation
sites along the Zapadna Morava River could be seen as an opportunity to
enhance the ecological value of the area, rather than merely a measure to mit-
igate previous degradation — fully aligning with the principles and objectives
of the UNCCD.

Gravel extraction in the riparian zone of the Zapadna Morava River as part of

the construction of the Morava Corridor motorway

There are significant challenges in monitoring and implementing (local) oper-
ational flood defense plans for 2nd order streams, primarily due to the absence
of a centralized repository. These plans are rarely available, unless individual
local self-government units (LSGs) choose to publish them independently. In
practice, many municipalities lack flood protection structures on 2nd order
streams, making the implementation of preventive measures technically and
logistically unfeasible. In addition to the lack of infrastructure, LSGs often also
lack the capacity to prepare the necessary technical documentation, despite
being legally obligated to do so under several laws. It is particularly notewor-

thy that much of the data expected in the operational plans is also processed

129 Public Procurement Portal, 2024/S F02-04748; The service of preparing technical documentation (Construction
Permit Design — PGD and Construction Design - PZI) and design activities during the construction of hydraulic
structures within the river training works on the Zapadna Morava River, including the management, use
and protection against harmful effects of water and land reclamation within the scope of borrow pits and
disposal sites, for the purposes of the construction of the E-761 Pojate-Preljina motorway (Morava Corridor),
Public Water Management Company Srbijavode, Decision on Awarding the Contract, no. Ou.5/15/6-2024
dated January 13, 2025.
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within the documents required by the Law on Disaster Risk Reduction and

Emergency Management.'*

If access to local operational flood defense plans is already a challenge, mon-
itoring the development of such plans by legal entities whose property is at
risk of flooding is practically impossible, and the provision of the Water Law
that mandates this stands out as one of the most illogical. The assumption is
that legal entities should independently inform themselves about flood risks,
which is only feasible for companies whose assets are located near water-
courses for which public water management companies have developed flood
hazard maps and made them available. When a company is located within a
flood protected area, where flood defense falls under the jurisdiction of public
water management companies, it raises the question of why legal entities are
expected to bear the same level of responsibility. The General Flood Defense
Plan for 2019-2025 (which is currently no longer in effect) partially clarified
this issue by limiting the responsibility of legal entities only to those whose
facilities are located within protective structures, but this was mentioned in
just a single paragraph. Nevertheless, even in that plan, uncertainties remain,
as it defines responsibilities of legal entities whose assets are located on water

land the borders of which have not been delineated.

The absence of a legal act prescribing the method for determining the water
land boundaries prevents its formal delineation and registration in the real
estate cadaster. The need to regulate this issue has been recognized both by
competent institutions and the wider public. Matters concerning the lease and
sale of water land are particularly sensitive, as is the increasing pressure to
build structures, not only along riverbanks but also in the space between the
main riverbed and flood protection embankments, despite the fact that the
permitted uses, prohibitions and restrictions on its use are clearly defined by
the Water Law. Although the Law clearly states that the water land of flowing
waters includes the high-water channel and riparian land, in practice, cases

have been documented where even parts of the main riverbed of major rivers,

130 Law on Disaster Risk Reduction and Emergency Management (Official Gazette of RS, no. 87/2018),
available at: https:/pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/eli/rep/sgrs/skupstina/zakon/2018/87/1/reg
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such as the Danube in Novi Sad and the Sava in Belgrade, have been recorded

in the cadaster as urban construction land.

The public can learn about the implementation of activities defined in strategic
and planning documents in the field of water management through the annual
reports on the implementation of the Action Plan for the Implementation of
the Water Management Strategy. It is possible that many other activities were
carried out during the reporting period, but were omitted from this Shadow
Report, as the annual report for 2024, which would serve as a source of nec-
essary information, has not been published (since not even the final version of
the Action Plan for 2024-2026 had been adopted at the moment of preparing
this report).

The website of the Republic Water Directorate provides only information about
the ceremonial opening of the Cadak-Parmenac hydro-melioration system
in May 2024. According to the Draft Action Plan, this system was completed
during the validity period of the previous Action Plan (2021-2023).

On the other hand, public water management companies (PWMCs) offer more
information about their activities, allowing for a partial insight into the flow

and intended use of funds allocated under the Water Management Program.

For example, the PWMC Srbijavode carried out a range of activities during the
reporting period, including the preparation of technical documentation and
the construction of flood protection structures in certain settlements along
the rivers of Zapadna Morava, Drina, Kolubara and Raska and their tributaries.
It also conducted emergency and regular maintenance works on flood pro-
tection and drainage structures, as well as flood defense drills involving the
deployment of mobile protection equipment. In addition, Srbijavode actively
participated in international projects in the Danube River Basin and worked
on strengthening the capacity of its employees through training and partic-
ipation in conferences and professional events. It also engages the public, for
instance, during the observance of Sava Day and Danube Day, serving as an

example of good practice.
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In the area under the jurisdiction of the PWMC Vode Vojvodine, the flood
protection system has long reached an adequate level of development and
nowadays it primarily requires regular maintenance work. During the report-
ing period, most activities focused on the revitalization of the canal network
and the conversion of certain drainage canals into dual-purpose systems,
enabling both drainage and irrigation. In addition to technical activities, the
company also carries out afforestation on its land along watercourses and
lakes, participates in numerous international projects and strives to involve

the public in its activities.

Although certain activities and information are available and presented to
the public, there is still room for improving transparency and the systematic
presentation of the implementation of plans and the achievement of objectives

set out in strategic and planning documents.

The low percentage of wastewater treatment remains a key issue in the pro-
tection of surface and groundwater on the territory of the Republic of Serbia.
According to data from the Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia,** only
about 18% of municipal wastewater was treated in 2024. This refers to waste-
water that underwent at least secondary treatment. The situation is even more
concerning when it comes to industrial wastewater, with only around 12%
treated through secondary or tertiary processes.’®* Compared to 2023, there
was a 3.9% increase in the amount of treated municipal wastewater, but at the
same time, there was also a 3.5% increase in the total volume of discharged

wastewater.’3

The Report on the Performance of Utility Services in the Territory of the
Republic of Serbia, prepared by the Ministry of Construction, Transport and
Infrastructure (MCTI), is available only for 2023.34 This Report also notes that

131 Source Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia:
https://data.stat.gov.rs/Home/Result/25010307?languageCode=sr-Cyrl

132 Source Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia:
https://data.stat.gov.rs/Home/Result/25010302?languageCode=sr-Cyrl

133 Source Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia:
https:/publikacije.stat.gov.rs/G2025/Html/G20251141.html

134 Source MCTI (2024): Report on the Performance of Utility Services on the Territory of the Republic of
Serbia in 2023, available at: https:/www.mgsi.gov.rs/sites/default/files/izvestaj_o_obavljanju_komunalnih_
delatnosti_na_teritoriji_republike_srbije_u_2023._godini_-_konacno.docx
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the growth of sewage infrastructure and wastewater treatment facilities does
not keep pace with the expansion of the water supply infrastructure. The sewage
network covers less than 60% of the constructed water supply network. The
total length of the sewage network is 18,681 km, which is approximately 180

km more than in 2022.

Based on all the available data, it can be inferred that wastewater treatment is

continuing to follow a mildly positive trend or is experiencing a modest increase.

Investment in wastewater treatment infrastructure (sewage networks and
wastewater treatment facilities) continued both in 2024 and in 2025, primarily
through the Clean Serbia project. Unfortunately, the available data on the
implementation of this project is very limited and does not provide a compre-
hensive overview of the implementation dynamics. The most recent, somewhat
consolidated data is presented in the Annual Report on the Delivery of the
Action Plan for the Implementation of the Water Management Strategy, and
it indicates significant delays in the preparation of technical documentation

and in construction activities.

The MCTI report shows that water loss in water supply systems remains very
high and is at levels similar to those of previous years. Only 43% of the produced
water is billed, while loss amounts to approximately 22 m® per kilometer of
network, or as much as 469 liters per connection per day. It is evident that with
such a low percentage of billed water and significant losses, the public utility
companies responsible for water supply cannot operate profitably. In 2023,
the total revenues of these companies amounted to approximately 39 billion
dinars, while expenditures reached around 40 billion dinars. The unfavorable
situation is further exacerbated by the low price of water. In 2023, the average

price for 1 m® of water was 63.08 dinars.

In conclusion, it should once again be emphasized that, although this is an
exceptionally complex field involving numerous planning and legal documents
relevant to EU accession, the institutions responsible for water management
in Serbia still lack adequate capacity. In recent years, there has been no sig-

nificant progress in strengthening the capacities of institutions such as the
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Republic Water Directorate of the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Water

Management and the Water Inspectorate.

~inancing

Financing in the field of Water Quality is covered in more detail in the chapter

Financing in the Field of Environmental Protection and Climate Change.
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