\’I

Nature
Protection



Uverviewy

During the reporting period, pressures and negative practices in nature
protection continued and even increased. Progress in developing new policies

and regulations, as well as in implementing existing ones, was very limited.

According to data from the Central Register of Protected Natural Assets, last
updated on February 24, 2025, the protected areas in the Republic of Serbia
cover a total surface of 826,757 hectares. This represents 9.34% of the country's

total territory.

In February 2025, a group of more than 30 organizations called for account-
ability from the Ministry of Environmental Protection and the Institute for
Nature Conservation of Serbia regarding the Decision on Nature Protection
Conditions for Establishing the Scope and Contents of the Environmental
Impact Assessment Study for the Project for the Underground Exploitation

of Lithium and Boron Deposits — Jadar.

The Working Group for the Development of the Nature Protection Program of
the Republic of Serbia met regularly and worked intensively on defining national
objectives in line with the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework.
In November 2024, civil society organizations were invited to submit comments

on the Action Plan for closing the final benchmarks in Chapter 27.

In May 2025, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), in coopera-
tion with the Ministry of Environmental Protection, launched the project BIOFIN
— The Biodiversity Finance Initiative, aimed at supporting the development
of biodiversity financial plans. As part of this initiative, the development of a

National Biodiversity Finance Plan is envisaged.

More than fifteen years of work on establishing Natura 2000 in Serbia has not
yielded the planned, expected or the desired results. Work on the Regulation

on the Ecological Network has significantly slowed down. The last meeting
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of the Working Group for Preparing the Draft Regulation on the Ecological
Network was held in March 2024. Despite years of announcements, the process

of drafting the Regulation on Appropriate Assessment has not yet begun.

The Bird Protection and Study Society of Serbia reported a total of 26 cases of
threats to wildlife and natural habitats in the past year. Among them were 10
cases of poisoning, 11 cases of poaching, three cases of illegal trade and bird
keeping, one case of disease and one case of habitat destruction. These figures
point to the ongoing presence of significant pressures on nature and highlight

the urgent need for institutional responses.

Rangers of protected areas are a key link in the system of preserving the natural
heritage of the Republic of Serbia. However, their role is not sufficiently recog-
nized or valued to the extent it deserves, despite their invaluable contribution
to the protection of natural assets. There is little public awareness of what
their job actually entails, what their responsibilities are and what challenges

they face on the ground.

In July 20255, a public call was announced for civil society organizations to
join the working group for drafting the Law on Nature Protection. Coalition
27 did not apply, believing that the socio-political circumstances do not allow
for a transparent, inclusive and fair law-making process. Coalition 27 holds
the view that the Law on Nature Protection should be developed in line with
European Union legislation, ratified international agreements, best practices

in the field and the specific needs of nature protection in Serbia.

135 Although the data refers to the period after the reporting period (May 2025), it was added due to the
importance (ie, topicality) of the event for the period covered by the report.
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Strategic and
Legisialive Framework

During the reporting period, the Working Group for the Development of the
Nature Protection Program of the Republic of Serbia from 2025 to 2033 met
regularly and worked intensively on defining national objectives in line with
the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework. Young Researchers
of Serbia are the only civil society organization represented in this working
group, and the absence of other sectors (the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry
and Water Management, the Ministry of Health, and others) has been notice-
able, slowing down the process and affecting the quality of the document. The
Nature Protection Program is also to be aligned with the Working Version of the
Environmental Protection Strategy of the Republic of Serbia—specifically Pillar
IV titled Protection and Investment in Biodiversity and Ecosystems. Despite
the held consultations and a public debate in October 2024, this strategy has
not yet been adopted. Although UNEP and other international partners are
supporting the development of the Nature Protection Program through various
means, including financial and technical assistance, the Program still lacks more

ambitious targets and stronger integration with other planning documents.

The Government's 2024 Annual Report™®® contains no information about the
drafting of the Law on Nature Protection, the Regulation on the Ecological
Network and several other regulations whose development has been planned
and announced for years. The process of establishing the Working Group for

Preparing the Draft Law on Nature Protection began in the first half of 2025.

In November 2024, civil society organizations were invited to submit comments
on the Action Plan for closing the final benchmarks in Chapter 27. Numerous

comments were submitted regarding the section of the Action Plan related

136 https://www.srbija.gov.rs/extfile/sr/879406/izvestaj-o-radu-vlade2024_cyr.pdf
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to nature protection, but they were neither properly interpreted nor accepted
by the Ministry of Environmental Protection. The main criticism concerned
the consultation process itself, as organizations were invited during the final
stage, without a clear explanation of how and why the Ministry selected certain
elements of the European Union's Common Position on nature protection to
include in the Action Plan, while other equally relevant observations were left
out. This approach to consultations has become the Ministry of Environmental
Protection’s standard practice when engaging the civil society, characterized by a

lack of adequate information and very short deadlines for submitting comments.

The reporting period saw no progress in improving the Law on Game and
Hunting*¥. Many of the amendments proposed in September 2023, when the
Ministry of Agriculture initiated a public consultation on the Draft Law on
Amendments to the Law on Game and Hunting, were not adopted. The proposed
2023 amendments aimed, among other things, to strengthen safety measures
and oversight of hunting activities. They included the introduction of mandatory
training for hunters, to be organized by the Serbian Hunting Association, with
a curriculum covering not only theoretical aspects of game management but
also safety measures while hunting. The draft also envisioned penalties for

violating hunting regulations, as well as stricter sanctions for illegal hunting.

BioNET — the Regional Biodiversity Network — is part of the Biodiversity Task
Force of the Western Balkans (BDTF WB), jointly coordinated by the Regional
Cooperation Council (RCC) and the International Union for Conservation
of Nature (IUCN). In early 2025, information and plans for further work on
Pillar V of the Green Agenda for the Western Balkans were shared within this
group, and civil society organizations expressed their willingness to cooperate.
However, this alone is not sufficient for the effective participation of CSOs
in the implementation of the Green Agenda’s biodiversity objectives at the
regional level. As a result, CSOs submitted a written appeal to the European
Commission, RCC and other partners, calling on them to strengthen civil
society involvement and allocate more resources for the implementation of

the Green Agenda.

137 Official Gazette of RS, nos. 18/2010, 95/2018 — as amended and 92/2023 — as amended, available at:
https:/pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/eli/rep/sgrs/skupstina/zakon/2010/18/8/reg
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In May 2025, in cooperation with the Ministry of Environmental Protection,
UNDP launched the project Umbrella Program to Support Development of
Biodiversity Finance Plans. The project aims to develop a National Biodiversity
Finance Plan, which will first assess the current state and root causes of bio-
diversity loss, identify biodiversity financing gaps and define a plan to direct
resources in ways that do not harm biodiversity. It will also explore potential
sources of additional funding and improve the efficiency of resource exploitation.
The first meeting under this initiative brought together representatives from

various stakeholders, including civil society organizations.

Work on the Regulation on the Ecological Network has significantly slowed
down. The last meeting of the Working Group for Preparing the Draft Regulation
on the Ecological Network was held in March 2024. There were no activities

during the reporting period.

Despite years of announcements, the process of drafting the Regulation on

Appropriate Assessment has yet to start.

More than fifteen years of work on establishing Natura 2000 in Serbia has not
delivered the planned, expected or the desired results. The process began in
2010 through the project Strengthening Administrative Capacities for Protected
Areas in Serbia (Natura 2000) — Twinning Project SR 2007/IB/EN-02, and
continued through numerous other projects, mostly supported by the EU and
other foreign donors. However, the investments and efforts of the Ministry
of Environmental Protection and its affiliated organizations and institutions
have never been sufficient. As a result, Serbia currently lacks a functional
ecological network. This is despite the transposition of the Habitats Directive,
which has created legal obligations for managing the ecological network and

the implementation of the appropriate assessment.

According to data available on the website of the Ministry of Environmental
Protection, five protection acts for areas within the territory of the Republic
of Serbia were adopted during the reporting period. Four acts established
protection for new areas, whereas one act revised the previous protection
status of the Golija Nature Park. Among the new protected areas, three larger

ones exceeding 10,000 hectares each were designated. The total increase in the
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size of protected areas amounts to 23,519 hectares. An overview of the areas
for which protection acts were adopted between May 2024 and May 2025 is
provided in Table No. XX.

Areas that were declared protected

in the period from May 2024 to May 2025

Rajac Area of Outstanding Official Gazette of RS,

Characteristics Category Il Lrr2 no. 68/2024

gn:tus:;:c;li:g“((::;faa::gristics Category | 10,018 OfﬁCi:é.GS)aQZ/eZt(t)Z: FRS.
Veliki Jastrebac Nature Park Category | 20,034 Officfé.egaszgtngf RS,
Niirka Ko Cann Caogory s il ot o1 v
Golija Nature Park Category | (revisiozsf’rsoe'ri 75,83) Ofﬁc:léAGBaSZ/th(F)ZE FRS.

In December 2024, a public consultation was held on the draft Regulation on
the Protection of the Mount Jelica Area of Outstanding Characteristics. The
protection acts for this area, which is planned to cover 6,196 hectares, had not
been adopted at the time of this report's preparation. Additionally, during the
reporting period, the protection procedure was initiated for six new areas:
Hadzi-Prodan's Cave Natural Monument, Veliki Rzav Special Nature Reserve,
Srednja Mostonga Area of Outstanding Characteristics, Zlatar Special Nature
Reserve, City Park in Backa Topola Natural Monument, and Povlen and Susica

Canyon Area of Outstanding Characteristics.

According to data from the Central Register of Protected Natural Assets'®®,
last updated on February 24, 2025, the protected areas in the Republic of
Serbia cover a total surface of 826,757 hectares. This represents 9.34% of the

country's total territory.

138 https://zzps.rs/%d1%86%d0%b5%d0%bd%d1%82%d1%80%d0%b0%d0%bb%d0%bd%d0%b8-%d1%80%d0
%b5%d0%b3%d0%b8%d1%81%d1%82%d0%b0%d1%80-%d0%b7%d0%b0%d1%88%d1%82%d0%b8%d1%9b
%d0%b5%d0%bd%d0%b8%d1%85-%d0%bf%d1%80%d0%b8%d1%80%d0%be/
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In April 2024, the total size of protected areas was 765,527 hectares (8.65%),
which means that the increase in protected areas over the past year, according
to data from the Central Register, amounted to approximately 65,000 hectares.
Based on the available information, it is not possible to precisely determine
the reason for the discrepancy between the data from the Central Register and
the data published on the website of the Ministry. However, it can be assumed
that the Register has since been updated and corrected with respect to some

of the previously protected areas.

e -

Effective environmental governance and preservation of natural resources
of the Republic of Serbia should be grounded in the competent functioning
of institutions, enforcement of legislation, adherence to procedures and the
application of scientific data and expert opinions. The institutional capacity
of the Ministry of Environmental Protection in the field of nature protection
is inadequate. This also applies to both the provincial and national institutes
for nature protection, which face a shortage of qualified personnel and lack
adequate technical resources, significantly hindering the implementation of

environmental regulations.

In February 2025, a group of more than 30 organizations called for account-
ability from the Ministry of Environmental Protection and the Institute for
Nature Conservation of Serbia regarding the Decision on Nature Protection
Conditions for Establishing the Scope and Contents of the Environmental
Impact Assessment Study for the Project for the Underground Exploitation

of Lithium and Boron Deposits — Jadar. The decision was issued on August

21, 2024, at the request of the company Rio Sava, by the Institute for Nature

Conservation of Serbia. Following the publication of information by the
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Center for Investigative Journalism of Serbia (CINS), the public was presented
with confirmation of their concerns that the nature protection conditions
for the Jadar Project were prepared in violation of established standards,
altered and adopted without the consent of certain experts employed at the
Institute and that they are aligned with the interests of the company—at

the expense of nature and the citizens of Serbia.

While understanding the complexity of procedures involved in project
approvals, we believe that the fundamental responsibility of the Institute
is to, through the issuance of decisions on nature protection conditions,
comprehensively present all available information regarding the presence
of natural values in the respective area, without resorting to selective iden-
tification of only “some of the more significant species”. The Institute must
assess potential impacts and propose appropriate protection measures.
The principles of prevention, precaution and conservation of natural values,

as defined by the Law on Environmental Protection®®, require that natural

values be identified and listed, and that every potential impact on them

be evaluated in accordance with the best available scientific knowledge,

without compromise.

It is deeply concerning that the management of the Institute for Nature
Conservation of Serbia disregards the knowledge and professional opinions
of its employees and, driven by political decisions, undermines long-standing
practices that have been developed over the years, thereby significantly

endangering the nature of the Republic of Serbia and its citizens.

Management of protected areas remains a significant challenge, with numerous
issues being addressed slowly. As noted in previous reports, the main prob-
lems in protected area management include: the misalignment of lower-level
spatial plans and other sectoral documents with the legal act declaring the

protected area; insufficient cooperation between supervisory authorities and

139 Official Gazette of RS, nos. 135/2004, 36/2009, 36/2009 — as amended, 72/2009 — as amended, 43/2011
— Decision of the Constitutional Court, 14/2016, 76/2018, 95/2018 — as amended, 95/2018 — as amended
and 94/2024 — as amended, available at: https:/pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/eli/rep/sgrs/skupstina/
zakon/2004/135/8/reg
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the managers of protected areas, ecological network areas and areas beyond,
as well as inadequate punitive policy; insufficient capacities at all levels for the
implementation of regulations, monitoring, and management; and inadequate
organizational form and system of financing and management of protected

areas, ecological networks, and species.

Although the Law on Nature Protection'° recognizes protected area rangers
as official personnel, in practice they are often marginalized and insufficiently
protected, particularly when dealing with economic offenses and criminal acts
within protected areas. Rangers are frequently unable to detect and respond to
harmful activities in nature in a timely and appropriate manner. In addition to
professional expertise, technical equipment is crucial, including field vehicles,
communication devices, GPS units, cameras, and protective gear, in order for
rangers to perform their duties effectively. Close cooperation with inspection
services and the police is also essential for preventing illegal activities that
threaten natural values. According to the current Rulebook on the Conditions to
Be Fulfilled by the Manager of Protected Area, one ranger is expected to cover
up to 3,000 hectares. Although this requirement is formally met in most cases,
in practice, a single ranger cannot ensure continuous presence and supervision
across an entire area throughout the day. This challenge becomes even more
pronounced in difficult-to-access terrain, where there is a heightened need for

a greater number of trained and properly equipped rangers.

In the reporting period, there were no significant activities on establishing the

European ecological network, Natura 2000, in Serbia.

According to the EU Birds Directive, Serbia is obliged to harmonize its legis-
lation, which includes reducing hunting activities targeting endangered bird
species. Expert organizations have pointed out that populations of certain
bird species classified as game are in decline. For example, the proposed strict
moratorium on the hunting of the European turtle dove (Streptopelia turtur) led

to a temporary hunting ban from 2021 until August 2024. The Bird Protection

140 Official Gazette of RS, nos. 36/2009, 88/2010, 91/2010 — corr., 14/2016, 95/2018 — as amended and
71/2021, available at: https:/pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/eli/rep/sgrs/skupstina/zakon/2009/36/9/reg

141 Official Gazette of RS, no. 85/2009, available at: https://pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/eli/rep/sgrs/
ministarstva/pravilnik/2009/85/2/reg
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and Study Society of Serbia has assessed that only the shortening of the hunting
season for quail and the three-year moratorium on turtle dove hunting have
shown some positive results. However, the organization emphasizes that there

is still no clear management plan for these species in Serbia.

Civil society organizations and ornithologists emphasize the need to perma-
nently protect other game species whose populations are severely threatened.
Among them are the lesser white-fronted goose (Anser erythropus), whose global
population has declined by nearly 80%, the common pochard (Aythya ferina), and
the garganey (Anas querquedula). Previous initiatives of the Coalition of NGOs
for Bird Protection and of the Birdsong Project highlight the need to amend
legislation so that these species are no longer classified as game. Government
measures introduced in 2021 imposed temporary hunting bans on certain species
(the turtle dove (Streptopelia turtur), grey partridge (Perdix perdix), and common
quail (Coturnix coturnix)) effective until 2024. However, upon the expiration of
the moratorium, the Forest Directorate of the Ministry of Agriculture failed to
announce any further steps. When the moratorium expired, there were still no
indications of a permanent hunting ban, even though the turtle dove is listed
as a Vulnerable (VU) species on the Red List, with only 49,000-68,000 pairs

remaining and a continuing decline in population.

After much postponement, the Brown Bear Population Management Plan in
Serbia was adopted on March 14, 2025, for the 2025-2033 period, following a
proposal by the Ministry of Environmental Protection* This document aims
to conserve and establish a stable brown bear population through a series of
measures, including population monitoring, reducing human-bear conflicts,
compensating for damages caused by the species and raising public aware-
ness. The Plan also envisions the establishment of specialized educational
and response teams, and its implementation contributes to both national and

international obligations of Serbia in the field of nature protection.

In December 2024, during the meeting of the Standing Committee of the Bern

Convention, a decision was made to lower the protection status of the wolf,

142 https://www.ekologija.gov.rs/saopstenja/vesti/usvojen-plan-upravljanja-populacijama-mrkog-medveda-
za-period-od-2025-do-2033-godine
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reclassifying it from a “strictly protected species” to a "protected species”. The
decision was also supported by Serbia, along with around ten other European
countries, while Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania and Monaco
opposed it. The reclassification came into effect on March 7, 2025, following
the expiration of the three-month period for potential objections. This decision
allows countries more flexibility in managing wolf populations, including the
possibility of limited culling in cases where wolves pose a risk to livestock or
public safety. However, the decision was not based on scientific evidence, which
has sparked criticism from the public, the scientific community and organi-
zations working in this field*3. Despite lowering the degree of protection, the
wolf remains a legally protected species in Serbia, with a continued obligation

to monitor the population and implement appropriate conservation measures.

For the 2024-2025 period, Coalition 27 was unable to identify specific pub-
licly available data on seizures or investigations related to the illegal trade
of taxidermized specimens of strictly protected species in Serbia. To date,
institutions have not published (through CITES reports, customs and police
reports) information on new incidents of this nature for the specified period. In
previous years, cases of smuggling protected tortoises and birds were recorded
(for example, customs reports mentioned seizures of birds or tortoises hidden
under car seats), but in the sources available for 2024/2025, no specific examples

of seizures or initiated investigations have been documented.

Unlike previous years, comprehensive and up-to-date data on the number of
environmental inspections conducted in the field of nature protection for 2024
and the first half of 2025 were not publicly available up to and including end of
May 2025. However, according to the available 2024 Inspection Report of the
Ministry of Environmental Protection'#, environmental inspectors from the
Nature Division conducted a total of 509 inspections across various areas of
environmental protection. Of this number, 225 were regular inspections, 241

extraordinary inspections, 23 follow-up inspections, two preventive inspections,

143 https:/www.wwfadria.org/sr/?16170416/Na-Bernskoj-konvenciji-izglasano-smanjenje-stepena-
zatite-vukova

144 Ministry of Environmental Protection (2025): 2024 Inspection Report — Environmental Inspection
Department, available at: https://www.ekologija.gov.rs/sites/default/files/inline-files/Godi%C5%A1n;ji%20
12ve%C5%A1taj%200%20radu%20za%202024%20g0d%20%20Inspekcija%20zzs.pdf
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10 advisory visits and eight inspections of unregistered entities. However, the
report does not provide information on whether these inspections were carried
out in response to reports submitted by citizens, civil society organizations
or other stakeholders, or if they were initiated ex officio, based on internal
inspection plans. Furthermore, there is still a lack of data on the outcomes of
submitted reports — such as the number of measures imposed, misdemeanor
or criminal proceedings initiated, or cases dismissed — which hinders a com-

prehensive analysis of the effectiveness of institutional responses in practice.

From April 2024 to April 2025, the Bird Protection and Study Society of Serbia
reported a total of 26 cases of threats to wildlife and natural habitats. Of these,
12 cases were recorded in 2024, and 14 in 2025. Among them were 10 cases of
poisoning, 11 cases of poaching, three cases of illegal trade and bird keeping,
one case of disease and one case of habitat destruction. These figures point
to the ongoing presence of significant pressures on nature and highlight the

urgent need for institutional responses.

During the reporting period, the work of the Unit for the Suppression of
Environmental Crime and Environmental Protection of the Ministry of Internal
Affairs and the competent public prosecutor'’s offices was significantly improved
— more cases were processed within shorter timeframes, and cooperation
with civil society organizations was more concrete and effective. In contrast,
institutions responsible for nature protection, primarily the Institute for
Nature Conservation of Serbia and the Ministry of Environmental Protection,
continued the practice of slow responses to reports concerning the discovery
of injured or endangered specimens of strictly protected species, as well as
to requests related to tagging, telemetry and other research activities. An
additional issue is the lengthy procedures for issuing necessary permits, as
well as the continued absence of representatives from these institutions at

key conferences and expert meetings organized by civil society organizations.
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Financing in the field of Nature Protection is covered in more detail in the

chapter Financing in the Field of Environmental Protection and Climate Change.
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