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FOREWORD
Ironically, the 10th anniversary of the recognition of the Human Rights to Water and Sanitation (HRWS)
(UNGA Resolution 64/292, 28th July 2010), coincided with the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic which
requires access to sufficient water for regular handwashing and hygiene as a critical preventive measure. It
also coincides with five years after world leaders committed to achieving targets 6.1 and 6.2 within the
framework of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The synergies between SDG 6
and other SDGs call for urgent actions as the achievement of this goal will contribute to poverty reduction,
good health and wellbeing, education, gender equality, and the reduction of inequalities among societies.
However, billions of people globally still lack access to safely managed drinking water, sanitation services
and basic handwashing facilities. In particular, vulnerable and marginalised groups such as persons with
disabilities, the elderly, children, women, homeless people, migrants, LGBTO, etc. suffer various forms of
discrimination and are being left behind in accessing water and sanitation services. To facilitate the
realisation of the HRWS and Leave No One Behind (LNOB) in accessing safely managed water and
sanitation services, urgent action is needed from all relevant WASH stakeholders at local, sub-national and
national levels. Knowledge of the progress made by different countries in integrating and implementing
HRWS principles is essential for devising targeted interventions in the WASH and related sectors. Providing
development partners and other stakeholders with information on various LNOB groups and identifying
reasons why they are left behind in WASH service provision is critical for sustainable development.
The Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC), in collaboration with the Office of the
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), the World Health Organisation (WHO) and
the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), contracted the United Nations University
Institute for Natural Resources in Africa (UNU-INRA) to coordinate a review of the status of the
domestication of HRWS in eight countries in Africa (Kenya, Mali, Nigeria, Uganda), Asia (India, Nepal) and
pan-European region (France, Serbia). The respective national reviews were conducted by eight national
experts from the sample countries under the technical leadership of the UNU-INRA team led by Fatima
Denton, Director, with support from Gifty Ampomah and Gerald Forkuor of UNU-INRA. Further support
was provided by Raya Marina Stephan, Japheth Mativo Nzioki and Lina Taing as part of a research co
ordination team. Enrico Muratore Aprosio, WSSCC Technical Expert -Leave No One Behind/Equality and
Non-Discrimination/Gender, project manager, ensured the overall technical supervision of the research
project. Barbara Mateo, LNOB consultant and technical editor, provided invaluable support both in her
extensive commentary and in identifying gaps in the project findings. James Wicken and Rockaya Aidara
also provided support from WSSCC. The project also benefitted from the technical review and assistance
of Rio Hada (OHCHR), Diane Guerrier and Valentina Paderi (UNECE) and Fiona Gore (WHO).
The national reports offer insights on left behind populations, their level of access to WASH and factors
affecting their exclusion from intrinsic rights to water and sanitation. Existing institutional mechanisms and
how various stakeholders collaborate in providing WASH services to hard-to-reach populations are
elaborated. Recommendations on the role of different stakeholders - duty bearers, rights holders,
development partners, civil society organisations, etc. - and the capacities needed to reach LNOB groups
and facilitate the realisation of HRWS are provided. Best practices from the sample countries which can be
replicated in other countries are showcased. These are complemented with highlights on existing
opportunities for further programmatic ideas and implementation of activities. The consideration by
countries of these recommendations, opportunities and best practices can contribute to accelerated efforts
towards the realisation of HRWS and the achievement of SDG 6.
The national reports form the basis for developing a WASH LNOB manual intended primarily for use by
United Nations Country Teams (UNCTs) in supporting efforts of countries in realizing the human rights to
water and sanitation. The manual details how UNCTs, in collaboration with key policy, implementation and
realization stakeholders they support, can facilitate the operationalization of a LNOB process in the WASH
sector via a rights-based approach.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The United Nations University Institute for Natural Resources in Africa (UNU-INRA) (https://inra.unu.
edu) has been engaged by the Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC; see
https://www.wsscc.org/) to review the status of the domestication of the Human Rights to Water and
Sanitation (HRWS) and measures to Leave No One Behind (LNOB) in WASH in eight (8) countries
in Africa (Mali, Nigeria, Uganda, Kenya), Asia (India, Nepal) and Europe (France and Serbia). The
decision to conduct a review of countries in the latter region is intended to identify examples from
developed countries that have reduced inequalities in access to sanitation within their own populations.
Country reports will be used as a basis for the preparation of a synthesis report summarizing the
main country findings, common trends, differences between countries and main recommendations.
The study aims at identifying gaps and challenges, good practices and solutions that can form the
basis of WSSCC’s technical assistance as it is transformed into a Sanitation and Hygiene Fund first
targeting those left behind.
The key WASH players in Serbia are government actors at the national, autonomous and local levels. In total, seven left-behind groups are recognized in Serbia’s official statistical data: the homeless, the poor, persons with disabilities, Roma, migrants, refugees, and internally displaced persons.
In addition to these seven officially recognized left-behind groups, Serbia has developed a range
of policy instruments to address discrimination against all ethnic or religious groups, women, the
young and the elderly.
The report draws the bulk of its data and analysis from secondary sources made available by government bodies and agencies (including census data), the UN and other international agencies.
These data were triangulated with information collected from key informants identified from among
various stakeholder groups. Preparation of the report coincided with Serbia’s second Covid-19 peak
(June-July 2020), which hindered data collection.
The report’s analysis uses a conceptual framework that breaks down the factors driving the HRWS.
The analysis consists of the following sections:
Section 3 examines the historical, cultural, natural and built-environment conditions that may isolate
left-behind groups, constrain their access to basic services, such as water and sanitation, and perpetuate inequalities in social development.
Section 4 focuses on the national and sub-national (local) legal frameworks that enable HRWS domestication.
Section 5 summarizes the gaps in the laws, policies, strategies, development plans and challenges that are inhibiting the HRWS from being realized in Serbia, including patterns or cross-cutting
themes that underlie the gaps and challenges that have been identified.
The final two sections (6 and 7) offer conclusions and recommendations, including possible best
practices and recommendations to ensure domestication of the HRWS in Serbia.
Serbia’s Constitution does not explicitly recognize the right to water and sanitation as a standalone human right. However, it recognizes other rights that ensure the equality, health and cultural
well-being of the population, implicitly including components of WASH. There is nonetheless a gap
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in the national and local regulations concerning the HWRS and WASH which need to be addressed.
Based on the information provided in this Report, Chapter 6 provides an outline of possible actions
that are recommended to realize domestication of the HRWS in Serbia.
During the past several decades, Serbia has experienced various, often severe challenges related
to the WASH of left-behind groups, especially the Roma population, refugees, Internally Displaced
Persons (IDPs) and migrants. Over time WASH measures gradually changed from being temporary
emergency measures to become complex, long-term solutions, including integration and inclusion
of those left behind, with WASH as one of the components. Chapter 7 and the References (Chapter
8) provide additional information about implemented practices.
This country report for the Republic of Serbia was prepared by Aleksandar Djukic, PhD, of the
University of Belgrade, Faculty of Civil Engineering, from June to July 2020 under the overall
guidance and supervision of UNU-INRA.
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1. INTRODUCTION
This country report for the Republic of Serbia (RS) is one of eight country reports being prepared
by the United Nations University Institute for Natural Resources in Africa (UNU-INRA) for the Water
Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC: see https://www.wsscc.org/) to review the
status of domestication of the Human Rights to Water and Sanitation (HRWS) and measures to
Leave No One Behind (LNOB) in WASH. The other countries included in the study are four countries
in Africa (Mali, Nigeria, Uganda, Kenya), two in Asia (India, Nepal) and France in Europe. Country reports will be used as a basis for the preparation of a synthesis report summarizing the main
country findings, common trends, differences between countries and main recommendations. The
study aims to identify gaps and challenges, good practices and solutions that can form the basis of
WSSCC’s technical assistance as it is transformed into a Sanitation and Hygiene Fund first targeting
those left behind.
Serbia is a landlocked country in southeast Europe situated in the southern part of the Pannonian
Plain and the Central Balkans (Fig. 1). Surface and groundwater resources, though not overly abundant, are sufficient to meet the current and future demand for drinking water. 87% of the Republic’s
population is connected to public water-supply systems and 55% to public sewerage.

Figure 1. Republic of Serbia: location in Europe (left), regions within R. of Serbia (right)
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1.1. Overview of WASH, HRWS and LNOB in Serbia
1.1.1 WASH Institutions and Main Stakeholders
The key WASH players in Serbia are government actors at the national, autonomous and local levels (see Table
1), as well as NGO partners and representatives of left-behind groups, whether recognized in the census data
(Table 2) or not recognized despite being targeted in government policies and interventions.
Table 1. Government-sector WASH stakeholders

Level

Institution / Stakeholder

Function in WASH

National

Government of the Republic of
Serbia

National strategies (water management, migrants and IDPs, poverty
reduction, Roma inclusion, etc.)

Ministry of Health and the network of Public Health Institutes

Monitoring drinking-water quality,
public health and hygiene

Ministry of Public AdministraLocal self-government and utilities
tion and Local Self-Government (including water supply and sewerage)
Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry
and Water Management

Ministry of Environmental Protection

Province of Vojvodina

Water resources management,
regional water supply and sewerage
schemes, international cooperation
in water management
Quality and protection of natural
resources, including water

Ministry of Construction, Traffic
and Infrastructure

Urban and spatial planning of regional WASH schemes, construction and
infrastructure, including housing

Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veterans and Social
Affairs

Social welfare

Ministry of Education, Science
and Technological Development

Education and research in WASH

Ministry of Finance

In charge of the national budget

Ministry of European Integration

Adopting EU legislation

Commissariat for Refugees and
Migration

Refugee registration and coordination of assistance to refugees, including accommodation and WASH
services
Water resources management,
regional water supply and sewerage
schemes within Vojvodina province

Secretariat for Agriculture, Forestry and Water Management
Secretariat for Urban Planning
and Environmental Protection

Urban and spatial planning, construction and infrastructure
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Secretariat for Health

Monitoring of drinking-water quality
in Vojvodina

Secretariat for Regional Devel- Local self-government and utilities
opment, Interregional Coopera- (including WASH) in Vojvodina
tion and Local Self-Government
Local (municipal and
city) level

Secretariats for Urban Planning
and Construction

Planning and construction of local
WASH infrastructure

Secretariat for Utilities and
Housing

Organising water public-water supply
and sewerage in municipality or city

Public Utility Company (PUC)
Waterworks and Sewerage

Development and operation of
WASH infrastructure, collecting water
fees

Secretariat for Social Welfare

Subsidies for WASH services

Municipal and City Development Agencies.

Preparation of designs and plans for
infrastructure, including WASH

The following non-governmental organizations are relevant for WASH:
• Professional associations (Water Supply and Sewerage Association, Association for Water
Technology and Sanitation, Water Pollution Control Society, etc.)
• Advocacy groups, etc.

1.1.2 LNOB Groups/Categories
Table 2 describes seven left-behind groups recognized in Serbia’s official statistical data:

Table 2. Left-behind groups recognized in Serbia’s official statistical data

Left-behind
group
Homeless

Definition/description
In accordance with international recommendations (Conference of European Statisticians, 2006), Serbia distinguishes two types of homelessness in
its 2011 census:
• Primary homeless are persons
without a permanent or temporary
residential address, who live in
the open (e.g. on streets, in parks,
under bridges, etc.)
• Secondary homeless include persons in temporary accommodation,
insecure housing (e.g. short-term
stays with relatives, illegal housing,
or under threat of eviction) or inadequate housing (i.e. facilities that
do not meet quality housing standards such as informal settlements
or overcrowded facilities).

Number of
persons or % Policy influence
of population
a total of
18,287 homeless, of whom
97.6% are
secondary
homeless
(2011 census)
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Poor

Persons with
disabilities

Roma

Since 2013, the Statistical Office has
performed annual surveys and statistics on income and living conditions in
accordance with the EU-SILC (Eurostat)
methodology and the Europe 2020
strategy. Individuals are considered to
be at risk of poverty after social transfers if they have an equivalised disposable income below the risk-of-poverty
threshold, which is set at 60% of the
national median equivalised disposable
income.
Disability status is based on respondents’ answers in the 2011 Census as
to whether and to what extent disabled
persons have difficulty performing daily
activities, maintaining personal hygiene
and meeting personal needs (e.g.
nutrition) due to problems with sight,
hearing, gait, memory or concentration
and communication.
Roma are the third largest ethnic group
in the Republic of Serbia. The majority
of Roma are urban-dwellers living in
numerous small and large cities in the
Republic of Serbia, where they live in
different types of enclave.

24.3%
(year 2013)
26.7%
(year 2015)

The Social Inclusion
and Poverty Reduction Unit of the Serbian Government

24.3
(year 2018)

8%
(2011 census)

Ministry of Labour,
Employment, War
Veteran and Social
Welfare

2.05%
(2011 census)

•
•

•
•

Migrants

While there is no formal legal definition of an international migrant, most
experts agree that it is someone who
changes his or her country of usual
residence, irrespective of the reason
for migration or legal status. Generally,
a distinction is made between shortterm or temporary migration, covering
movements with a duration of between
three and twelve months, and longterm or permanent migration, referring
to a change of country of residence for
a duration of one year or more.

Numbers vary
greatly over
time, from several hundred to
thousands

National Council
of the Roma National Minority
Social Inclusion
and Poverty
Reduction Unit
of the Serbian
Government
NGOs
International
organizations

Through the Commissariat for Refugees and Migration,
UNHCR

1
Europe 2020 is a ten-year strategy put forward by the European Commission on 3 March 2010 to advance the EU economy. It aims at ‘smart, sustainable,
inclusive growth’ with greater coordination of national and European policy.
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Refugees

Refugees are persons who have left
their countries of origin out of fear of
persecution, conflict, generalized violence or other circumstances that have
seriously disturbed public order and,
as a result, require international protection. The definition of ‘refugee’ can
be found in the 1951 Convention and
regional refugee instruments, as well as
UNHCR’s Statute.
Internally disInternally displaced persons (IDPs), acplaced persons cording to the United Nations Guiding
Principles on Internal Displacement,
(IDP)
are ‘persons or groups of persons who
have been forced or obliged to flee
or to leave their homes or places of
habitual residence, in particular as a
result of or in order to avoid the effects
of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human
rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized state border’.

A total of
Commissariat for
26,502 people Refugees and Migrahad refugee
tion, UNHCR
status in Serbia
in 2018

199,584 persons displaced
from Kosovo
and Metohija
lived in the
Republic of
Serbia in 2018
(2.85% of the
total population)

Commissariat for
Refugees and Migration, UNHCR

In addition to the seven officially recognized left-behind groups, Serbia has developed a range of
policy instruments to address direct or indirect discrimination based on any grounds, particularly
race, sex, national origin, social origin, birth, religion, political or other opinion, property status,
culture, language, age, and mental or physical disability (Article 21 of the Serbian Constitution).

1.2. Overview of Assignment
The goals laid down in preparing this report are as follows:
(1) Identify and track HRWS progress (and best practices) in Serbia and identify HRWS gaps, challenges, progress made, solutions and best practices, and common trends in Serbia for purposes of
the South-South Learning Exchange.
(2) Provide guidance and strategies for strengthening the future Sanitation and Hygiene Fund’s
‘leave no one behind’ (LNOB) programmatic guidance to support UN Member States’ ability to fasttrack and monitor the delivery of equitable and adequate WASH to vulnerable populations.
The following topics specific to Serbia’s contextual realities concerning the status of national integration and specific progress to ‘leave no one behind’ have been addressed in this report:
•
•
•
•
•

Mapping of the country’s commitments and obligations
Analysis of national legislation and policies
Data disaggregation and gender- and LNOB-sensitive monitoring systems
Review of national strategies, plans and budgets, and how to prioritize and address LNOB concerns
Analysis of the costs and funding of inclusion (data, processes, service extension, conditions and
sustainability of service provision) and cost-effectiveness.
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2. METHODOLOGY
2.1. Data Collection Methods
2.1.1 Data collection mechanism
The report draws the bulk of its data and analysis from secondary sources made available by government bodies and agencies (including census data), the UN and other international agencies.
These data were triangulated with information collected from key informants identified from among
various stakeholder groups (list provided in Section 8).

2.1.1.1 Key informants
The key informants (list given in Section 8) were government bodies, academia, public-utility companies for waterworks and sewerage, UN agencies and NGOs.

2.1.2 Limitations
•

Preparation of the report coincided with Serbia’s second COVID-19 peak in June-July 2020.
Due to the second peak being much more severe than the first one in April, the government
imposed strict travel restrictions and physical distancing measures, including guidance to work
from home. This hindered data collection, as the national consultant was unable to hold in-person interviews with a number of individuals as proposed. In particular, COVID-related restrictions
constrained consultation with left-behind groups, especially those living in remote locations.

•

Slow or no response from informants from the government sector and left-behind groups. This Report does not contain first-hand data on the experiences of left-behind individuals from the field.

•

This report does not include data for the autonomous province of Kosovo and Methohija.2

2.2. Analytical/Conceptual Framework
The report’s analysis applies a conceptual framework that breaks down the factors driving the HRWS.
The analysis (Chapters 3 and 4) consists of the following sections:
•

•
•

•

The first section describes the historical, cultural, natural and built environment conditions that
may isolate left-behind groups, constrain their access to basic services such as water and sanitation, and perpetuate inequalities in social development.
The second section focuses on national and sub-national (local) legal frameworks that enable
domestication of the HRWS.
The third section summarizes the gaps in laws, policies, strategies and development plans, as
well as the challenges that are inhibiting the realization of the HRWS in Serbia, including patterns or cross-cutting themes that underlie the gaps and challenges that have been identified.
The final section sets out conclusions and recommendations, including possible best practices
and recommendations to ensure domestication of the HRWS by Serbia.

2
UN Security Council Resolution 1244 (1999) placed Kosovo and Metohija under a transitional administration, the UN Interim Administration Mission in
Kosovo (UNMIK), pending a determination of Kosovo’s future status.
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2.3. Data Analysis
The quantitative data were collected from secondary
sources, predominantly from Serbian statistical office
reports, census data, reports from NGOs and UN agencies, competent authorities’ reports in public health,
etc., as well as information collected from informants.
A list of reports, data sources and key informants is
provided in Section 8. In addition, a synthesis of the
literature contained in policy statements, regulatory
frameworks and strategic plans was conducted and is
presented in the report. Figure 2 below shows the interactions between the factors driving the change to
the HRWS and how they influence left-behind groups’
access to safely managed WASH.

Figure 2. Factors that drive change to HRWS

3. FACTORS DRIVING THE CHANGE TO HRWS
3.1. Historical and Cultural
Rapid development of WASH facilities in Serbia started during the second half of nineteenth century, after the country gained independence from the Ottoman Empire. As one of six republics of
the former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY), after World War II Serbia proclaimed the
application of egalitarian principles in the social sphere, including gender equality and equal rights
for all ethnic groups. This was also a time of rapid economic development, the expansion of education to all social groups, rapid industrialization, housing and infrastructural development, including
WASH. Following political and ethnic tensions, and economic stagnation, the SFRY disintegrated in
a series of conflicts during the 1990s, which resulted in a high number of casualties, refugees and
IDPs. The 1990s was a period of economic and social decline in which WASH development also
slowed. After 2000, Serbia started undergoing political changes and a period of economic and social reforms, with gradual improvements to the economy and WASH.
In 2008, a European partnership for Serbia was adopted, setting out priorities for the country’s
application to join the EU, formerly submitted in 2009. In March 2012 Serbia was granted EU candidate status, and in September 2013 a Stabilisation and Association Agreement between the EU
and Serbia entered into force. The Serbia–EU negotiating process is ongoing, and Serbia has an
obligation to gradually harmonize its legislation, policies, standards and practices (including WASH)
with those of the EU.

Left-behind Groups
Roma
There are reportedly 583 informal settlements across Serbia of varying sizes. Many Roma, Ashkali
and Egyptians living in settlements are originally from Serbia, whereas others are internally displaced persons from Kosovo or the former Yugoslavia. Living conditions in settlements are often
inadequate, with virtually no utilities or infrastructure such as electricity, piped drinking water or
sewage (Human Rights Council, 2016, Para 52)3.
3

Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Countries/ENACARegion/Pages/RSIndex.aspx
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The main disadvantages of living in Roma enclaves are isolation, neglect and
various forms of segregation. On the other hand, some Roma have been housed
in urban residential buildings and blocks of flats, for example, in the ukarika
Padina settlement in Belgrade, where a complex of residential buildings was
erected on the site of what had been an informal Roma settlement in the late
1980s. In these buildings live Roma who received apartments when their own
houses were demolished, but their number fell significantly, as most sold their
newly built apartments and moved to unknown locations, while the rest show
insufficient adaptation to the new environment.
Social and physical distancing exists between non-Roma and Roma populations
due to preconceived stereotypes (Radovanovi and Kneževi, 2014) and prejudices, mistrust (especially towards members of other ethnic groups) and stigma
with regard to alternative lifestyle choices.

Migrants
During the past two decades, Serbia has been faced with turbulent migration
flows. While Serbia is not a usual destination country for migrants, it is situated on an important route from the Middle East to western Europe. Like other
Balkan countries, Serbia faced a large inflow of refugees and migrants in 2015
and early 2016 from the Middle East, Asia and, to a much lesser extent, Africa.
The number of refugees and migrants grew from 2000 in March 2016 to 6000 in
October 2016. Despite the de facto closure of the ‘Balkan’ route in March 2016,
an estimated 150-200 people continued to cross daily from Bulgaria and the
Republic of North Macedonia. The large influx of migrants and refugees in 2015
greatly overstretched the capacities of the relevant institutions, local governments and civil society in both Serbia and its neighbours (Human Rights Council, 2016, Paras 54-56). According to the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees, by the end of October 2015, more than 335,000 people had arrived
in Serbia. Migration through Serbia significantly declined after that period due
to the collective efforts of the affected Balkan countries and the EU.

Refugees
After the disintegration of the former SFRY and the conflicts that followed in
the 1990s, over 800,000 refugees from the former republics of the SFRY sought
refuge in Serbia. Most refugees have since been integrated into Serbian society,
though some have returned to the countries from which they fled. This is in addition to Serbia’s situation on an important route for refugees from the Middle
East to western Europe.

Internally Displaced Persons (IDP)
After the disintegration of the former SFRY and the conflicts that followed in the
1990s, over 200,000 internally displaced persons from Kosovo and Metohija
sought refuge in Serbia, the majority of them Serbs. The evictions continued
after 1999. Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independence in February 2008
contributed to the growing fear and uncertainty of IDPs residing in Serbia and
practically stopped their returning to Kosovo.
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3.2. Geographical and Climatic
Geographic features. The Republic of Serbia has
an area of 88,361 km2 (including Kosovo). Arable
land covers 19,194 km2 (24.8%) of the national
territory and forests 19,499 km2 (25.2%). Serbia is
located between latitudes 46°11’N and 41°86’ N,
and between longitudes 23°01’E and 18°51’E. Its
terrain ranges from the fertile plains of northern
Vojvodina to limestone ranges and basins in the
east, and ancient mountains and hills in the southeast. The north is dominated by the Danube River. The Morava River, a tributary of the Danube,
flows through the more mountainous southern
regions of Serbia.
The Serbian climate. Serbia has a continental
climate in the north, with cold, dry winters and
warm, humid summers with well-distributed rainfall patterns, and a more Mediterranean climate
in the south, with hot, dry summers and autumns,
and on average relatively cool and more rainy winters with heavy mountain snowfalls. Differences in
elevation, proximity to the Adriatic and Aegean
Seas and large river basins, as well as exposure to
wind, account for these climatic differences (Encyclopaedia Britannica Online, 2007).

Figure 3. R. of Serbia Topographic map

Water resources
Water quantities and quality are of essential importance to water supply and sanitation. Average
annual precipitation in Serbia is about 730 mm, though it varies from 500 mm and even less in
parts of Baka and Banat (northern Serbia) to about 1500 mm in mountainous areas, mostly in
Serbia’s peripheral areas. On average, most precipitation is subject to evapotranspiration (about
530 mm), and the rest turns into run-off. The amount of domestic water run-off per capita amounts
to about 1500 m3 per person per year, which can be deemed a moderate value. The situation is
significantly aggravated by the fact that domestic water resources are least where they are most
needed, that is, in large settlements and in the highest quality lands, which therefore need to be
irrigated, especially in northern and central Serbia. Therefore, these regions have to use transit
waters (water courses from upstream countries from the rivers Danube, Sava and Drina) to fulfil
their demand for water.
Groundwater sources in Serbia are relatively scarce and unevenly distributed. Traditionally groundwater is mostly used to supply settlements with drinking water: approximately 70% of the demand
for drinking water is provided by abstraction from groundwater resources and springs, more than
half from alluvial aquifers along the larger rivers. The approximately 30% that remains is obtained
from surface water (watercourses and reservoirs).
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General overview of drinking water supply
According to the latest data, 87% of the total population
of Serbia is connected to public water-supply systems. The
highest percentage of the population connected to the
public water supply is in the north of the country (the Province of Vojvodina and Belgrade, with a 92-100% connection rate), while the lowest percentage is in southern Serbia (just above 50% of the total population). The remaining
percentage of the population is supplied with water from
either smaller local systems (so-called ‘rural waterworks’) or
individual wells. In general, drinking-water quality can be
deemed satisfactory, but there are regions of Serbia that
suffer periodically from low physical-chemical or microbiological drinking-water quality. The problem of insufficient
water quality is much more frequent in smaller settlements
throughout the country and ‘rural waterworks’: in the larger
cities the quality of drinking water is mostly within the prescribed limits. More detailed data and statistics on water
supply and sanitation facilities in households are given in Figure 4. Percentage of population connected to
the following sections.
public waterworks
Average water demand per capita from public water-supply
systems in Serbia has declined from about 460L/day per
capita in 1991 to about 320L in recent years, mostly due
to reduced industrial and commercial demand, but also to
a reduction in household water consumption. Overall water demand per capita varies: it is the lowest in Vojvodina
(around 230 L/per capita/day), but in Belgrade it rises to
around 400 L/per capita/day. Water consumption in households has been declining over time, and in 2017 it averaged
142 L/per capita/day. However, according to official statistics, water losses (i.e. water not accounted for) remain quite
high, amounting to about 35% of the water delivered to the
system.

General overview of sanitation. About 75% of the Serbian population lives in settlements larger than 2,000 inhabitants, where the average connection to public sewerage
systems is about 72%, while most of the remaining 27% are
connected to individual septic tanks. These septic tanks are
often permeable, causing groundwater and soil pollution.
In settlements with less than 2,000 inhabitants, public sewer
systems are mostly undeveloped, so fewer than 5% of the Figure 5. Percentage of population connected to
sewer network
inhabitants of these settlements are connected to public
sewers. Only about 13% of collected sanitary wastewater
in Serbia is treated before discharge into the environment.
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Left-behind groups
Apart from information given above for the whole country, there are no specific geographical or
climatic factors or data related to the left-behind population segment that would deprive any specific group of access to WASH facilities, their capacities, knowledge of their rights and their levels
of participation in decision-making.

3.3. Socio-economic and Demographic
The RS covers an area of 88,361 km2 (including Kosovo), and its population totals approximately
7.04 million, excluding Kosovo. The largest city in the country is the capital, Belgrade, with a population of about 1.4 million. Serbia’s main ethnic groups in Serbia are Serbs (83.3%), Hungarians
(3.5%), Roma (2.1%), Bosniaks (2.0%) and others (9%). Hungarians are located in the northernmost
part of Serbia, Bosniaks in the south-west. Regarding religion, the majority of the population is Orthodox Christian (84.7%), followed by Catholic Christian (5.0%), Islam (3.1%) and other (7.2%).
Data in the Census of Population, Households and Dwellings 2011 show that women account for
51.3% of the total population of Serbia. The average age of women is 43.5 years and of men 40.8

UNU-INRA | 13

COUNTRY REPORT - SERBIA

years. Average life expectancy at birth in Serbia in 2018 was about 78.4 years for women and about
73.5 years for men.
According to data for Serbia from the International Monetary Fund’s ‘World Economic Outlook
Database, January 2020’, GDP per capita amounts to approximately 8,000 USD (nominal) or approximately 20,000 USD (PPP). The north of the country (the Province of Vojvodina and the City of
Belgrade) is the most economically developed part of the country. The Gini coefficient of equivalized disposable income (Eurostat) has a medium value of 35.6 and is slightly above the EU average
(30.8). According to the UNDP ‘2019 Human Development Report’, Serbia has a high Human Development Index (HDI) value of 0.8.
According to the RS Statistical Office, in 2018 the at-risk-of-poverty rate (individuals who are not
necessarily poor, but are at a higher risk of becoming so) was 24.3% of the total population, 1.4
percentage points lower than in 2017. Observed by age, persons aged 18 to 24 were most at risk of
poverty (29.1%), as were persons younger than 18 (28.8%). The lowest at-risk-of-poverty rates were
for people over 65 (21.1%).
General Housing Data. Dwellings for permanent habitation included occupied and unoccupied
dwellings minus dwellings used for vacation and recreation, performing seasonal work in agriculture
and certain other activities. According to the latest census from 2011, in the period from 1971 to
2011 the number of buildings used as dwellings was constantly increasing.
Table 3. Dwellings for permanent habitation by occupancy, Republic of Serbia, 1971–2011 (Census 2011)

1971

1981

1991

2002

2011

Total

2 154 340

2 579 845

2 546 469

2 743 996

3 012 923

Occupied

2 107 877

2 491 188

2 445 937

2 409 002

2 423 208

46 463

88 657

100 532

334 994

589 715

Unoccupied

According to data from the RS Statistical Office, 92.5% of all dwellings have water-supply and
sewerage installations, regardless of whether they are connected to the public network or not. The
highest percentage is in the Belgrade region (97. 2%), followed by the Province of Vojvodina (95.8),
with slightly lower percentages in Šumadija and western Serbia (89.8%), as well as southeast Serbia
(87.5%). Considering occupied dwellings only, a total of 97.1% have water supply and sewerage
installations. There are no official data regarding alternative forms of WASH that may be used in
unsewered homes.

Left-behind Groups
The Homeless
According to the Report of the Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the
right to an adequate standard of living and on the right to non-discrimination (Human Rights Council, 2016), only limited attention seems to be paid to the problem of homelessness in Serbia, with
little reliable data available. Many interlocutors viewed homelessness exclusively as persons ‘sleep-
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ing rough’ or otherwise lacking any shelter. The Special Rapporteur was
also informed that groups already subject to discrimination and exclusion or extreme poverty, such as persons with psychosocial disabilities
or LGBT persons, may be at even greater risk of homelessness. Furthermore, there appear to be legal impediments to the establishment
of shelters for the homeless, and no provision for development by nonstate entities. There is no statutory obligation for any public authority to
act to address or prevent homelessness (Human Rights Council, Para.
52, 2016).
Homelessness is not only an isolated problem of inadequate housing,
it is also linked to a wider set of dimensions of what is known as ‘social exclusion’. Homelessness is a complex problem of extreme social
deprivation. It is most closely related to poverty as a basic dimension
of social marginalization (Bobi, 2014). In both the EU and Serbia, the
homeless are a heterogeneous group consisting of the elderly, as well
as people from collective households, institutions, psychiatric hospitals, hospitals, prisons and penitentiaries who have been rejected by
their families and relatives (Bobi, 2014).
The 2011 census collected data on 18,287 homeless people, of whom
97.6% were secondary homeless (persons living in emergency accommodation, such as sheds, barracks, trailers, wagons, basements, tents,
barges, or cardboard and unhygienic settlements) and 2.4% primary
homeless (persons without a permanent or temporary residential address, who live on the street, in parks, under bridges, etc.).
The largest numbers of homeless were those registered in the capital
city, Belgrade (39% of the total number of homeless people), and the
cities of Novi Sad (4.2%) and Nis (3.4%). Regionally the lowest number
is recorded in Vojvodina (about 14%). Among the homeless, the proportions of men and women are almost equal: a significant difference
can be seen only in the Region of Vojvodina, where about 53% of the
homeless are men.
The average age of the homeless is 38 years, of the primary homeless
43.3 years, and of the secondary homeless 38 years. The average age
of women belonging to this population category is 39.5 years, and men
36.7 years. Comparatively, in relation to the developed EU countries,
the share of young homeless people in Serbia is relatively low.
The prevailing contemporary social and theoretical views on the problem of homelessness state that the homeless should be understood,
and then supported, empowered and returned to the community.
Therefore, the main direction of political and civil activities is to reduce
their dependence and reliance on social protection by activating individual resources and creating new social networks (Bobi, 2014).
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The Poor
Poverty is linked to substandard housing and living conditions, including
the provision of utilities and WASH. However, no precise official data
are available regarding the provision of WASH for this vulnerable group.
The at-risk-of-poverty rate of the general population is 24.3%, a higher percentage than any EU member state (RS Statistical Office, 2013),
with those under 18 being particularly vulnerable. The most vulnerable
among adults are the unemployed (48.7%) and single parents (36.2%)
(RS Statistical Office, 2013). The 2011 population census indicated that
68,042 households in Serbia have no source of income (2.73%), as much
as half the 2002 Census figures. According to the RS Statistical Office’s
2013 survey, the rate of material deprivation of households in Serbia is
44.3%.
Poverty in Serbia should not be underestimated. It affects many people,
in particular those under 25 years of age, who suffer high rates of unemployment, as well as pensioners, whose pensions rarely suffice to cover
their essential needs. Failing to address the link between low incomes,
unemployment and a chronic lack of housing policies has the potential
to lead to a housing crisis of far-reaching proportions. Although a poverty-reduction strategy was adopted in 2003, the Special Rapporteur
(Human Rights Council, Para. 53, 2016) has not received any evidence
to suggest it has been effective, nor any information on current efforts
to address poverty reduction, particularly among the young and elderly
(Human Rights Council, Para. 53, 2016).

Persons With Disabilities
The results of the 2011 census show that 571,780 people with disabilities
live in the Republic of Serbia, which represents about 8% of the total
population. There are no reliable data available regarding provision of
WASH for this vulnerable group. The average age of persons with disabilities (around 67 years) is higher by almost 25 years than the average
age of the total population (42.2 years) (Markovi, 2014). Observed by
gender, among persons with disabilities there is a slightly higher share of
women (58.2%) than men (41.8%), with the average age of women being
around 69 years and men being around 64 years old.
Of the total number of persons with disabilities, most (59.5%, or 4.7% of
the total population of Serbia) reported having difficulties due to walking
problems, while the smallest share of persons with communication problems (speech, mutual understanding of persons and the environment)
was the 10.2% of persons with disabilities (0.8% of the total population).
The highest share of persons with disabilities in the total population was
recorded in several municipalities located mainly in southern Serbia,
where the share of the elderly (65 and older) is very high. The smallest
shares of persons with disabilities was recorded in municipalities within
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Belgrade and in several municipalities the southern part of the country.

The Roma
According to the results of the last census, 147,604 persons of Roma ethnicity live in the Republic
of Serbia, making their share in the total population 2.05%. The average age of Roma is about 28
years, significantly lower than Serbia’s overall average of 42.2 years (Radovanovi, Kneževi, 2014).
The share of men is higher (51%) than women (49%). The largest numbers of Roma were registered
in southern and eastern Serbia (39% of all Roma), and the smallest in Šumadija and western Serbia
(14% of all Roma). The number of Roma increased by 23% between the 2002 and 2011 censuses.
Although the general Roma housing situation is low in terms of quality, it should not be subject to
stereotypes about absolute poverty, unhygienic conditions or neglect of the housing conditions of
all Roma and only Roma. Not all Roma are poor, but in general, Roma are poorer than the non-Roma majority population, so we can regard the situation as being characteristic of minority groups
subject to discrimination (Radovanovi, Kneževi, 2014).
The largest number of Roma households live in apartments (95.1%), while 4.5% live in temporary
individual accommodation, and fewer than 1.0% of households in collective centres or have no accommodation at all (homeless).
According to the 2011 census, homeless Roma (5,719) make up about one third of all homeless
people in Serbia (32.5%). A small majority of the homeless are men (51.1%), and the most common
age category among this group is children of preschool and compulsory schooling age (0-14 years).
Almost half the total number of homeless people are registered in the Belgrade region (48.6%),
which can be explained by the city’s higher capacities for the reception of the homeless and the
spontaneous influx of migrants into Belgrade.
The majority of apartments accommodating Roma households are located in urban settlements
(63.0%). The Roma often live on the ground floor of buildings (88.2%), almost a quarter of which
are built from weak materials. The average number of people living in apartments is 4.8 in urban
settlements and 4.5 in other settlements, significantly higher than the average in Serbia (average
2.88 persons per household in the 2011 census). Research shows that most Roma do not have any
ownership documents, but believe that houses or housing units, of whatever quality, are their property because they built them through personal labour. That the Roma are a deprived group is best
evidenced by the fact that only 5% of Roma families have tenancy rights, although their non-Roma
neighbours are not necessarily in a better situation in this regard. This merely tells us that Roma live
in those places where other poor people live (S. Radovanovi and A. Kneževi, 2014).
In the relevant literature, the housing conditions in which Roma live are most often characterized as
very difficult, with locations and housing conditions being treated as a mirror of poverty and misery,
which is closely related to their relative lack of economic power. Poverty is reflected in hygienic
conditions, low-quality food, clothing and footwear, but its manifestations are also a consequence
of different cultural habits and longstanding traditions. Statistical data from 2011 also testify to the
unsatisfactory state of equipment in apartments with utilities (Table 2).
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Table 4. Utilities present in apartments of Roma households by regions (Census 2011)

No Utility Present
Total

Electricity

Drinking

Sewerage

District
heating

Toilet

Bathroom

REPUBLIC OF
SERBIA

34375

1032

5736

5733

30244

10527

12699

Belgrade Region

5923

432

1105

1105

5027

1581

1791

Vojvodina Region

10045

278

1241

1239

8804

3224

4072

Šumadija and West
5273
Serbia Region

116

1223

1223

4545

1775

1958

South and East
Regions

206

2167

2166

11868

3947

4878

Kosovo and
Metohija

13134
...

...

...

...

...

...

...

Of the total number of Roma dwellings, 3.0% of households do not have electricity installations,
16.7% do not have sewerage or water in the apartment, and a third do not have a bathroom and
toilet in the apartment. Certainly, this picture does not convey an appropriate impressions for the
21st century, when some families still do not have electricity and over one third of any population
lacks the ability to maintain basic hygienic standards.
Issues related to living conditions, including access to WASH, have been identified in various
reports by UN bodies:
- Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Concluding observations on the second periodic report of Serbia4 : ‘The Committee … reiterates its concern that thousands of Roma continue to
live in impoverished informal settlements without access to electricity, running water and sewage,
as well as without access to medical care and education. The Committee recommends that Serbia
accelerate measures for ensuring that Roma have access to adequate and affordable housing with,
inter alia, legal security of tenure, safe drinking water, adequate sanitation and electricity, including
by improving the conditions of existing settlements or by constructing social housing units’ (Para.
31). ‘The Committee is concerned about the lack of access to safe drinking water in some parts of
Serbia, especially in rural areas. The Committee recommends that the State party undertake additional measures to implement water supply projects to ensure equal access to safe drinking water in
all parts of the country. In that regard, the Committee invites Serbia to take into account its general
comment No. 15 (2002) on the right to water’. (Para. 32), available at:
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E/C.12/
SRB/CO/2&Lang=En
- Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, Concluding observations on the combined
second to fifth periodic reports of Serbia: ‘The Committee is very concerned by reports that onethird of registered homeless persons in Serbia are Roma and that 60,000 Roma, Ashkali and Egyp4
United Nations Economic and Social Council, Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Concluding observations on the second periodic report
of Serbia, E/C.12/SRB/CO/2, 10 July 2014.
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tians live in substandard living conditions in hundreds of informal settlements, often lacking access
to basic services, including drinking water and sanitation’ (Para. 22). ‘The Committee also urges
Serbia to ... allocate and disburse sufficient funds to provide durable housing solutions for Roma,
Ashkali and Egyptians so as to contribute to their enjoyment of their right to an adequate standard
of living’ (Para 23), available at: https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CERD/C/SRB/CO/2-5&Lang=En
- Committee on the Rights of the Child, Concluding observations on the combined second and third
periodic reports of Serbia: ‘The Committee remains deeply concerned that children in marginalized
and remote and rural communities continue to be disproportionately affected by poverty, while
Roma families, families with four or more children and families with children with disabilities are at
higher risk of experiencing multidimensional poverty. Inadequate housing continues to be a problem, particularly for Roma families who are often subjected to forced evictions, which leaves children
without access to basic services, including clean and safe drinking water and sanitation, therefore
rendering them vulnerable to serious health problems’ (Para. 51). Also, we strongly recommend CESCR General Comment No. 15: The Right to Water, available at: https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/
doc/UNDOC/GEN/G03/402/29/PDF/G0340229.pdf?OpenElement

Migrants
It is important to note that Serbia is a transit country for a vast number of migrants. The number of
migrants in Serbia has varied greatly over the years, and the large influx in 2015 in particular overstretched the capacities of the relevant institutions, local governments and civil society in Serbia. At
the beginning of December 2016, there were 6,400 refugees and migrants in Serbia, 80% of whom
were being accommodated in twelve facilities provided by the state: five centres for the accommodation of asylum-seekers, five transit centres and two reception centres. In addition, approximately
a thousand people were living in the centre of Belgrade, while about 150 asylum-seekers continued
to camp in two locations near the border with Hungary, hoping to be admitted to that country’s
asylum system.
In September 2016, the Serbian government adopted a ‘Response Plan for the increased number of
migrants in the territory of the Republic of Serbia for October 2016 - March 2017’. The Plan, which
is in line with the sectoral approach of the UNHCR Regional Plan (RMRP), lists the activities and
resources needed to accommodate up to 6,000 people in government facilities during the winter,
whose stay was expected to last several months.
The majority of refugees and migrants in Serbia at the end of 2016 came from Middle Eastern countries, including people with special needs, such as unaccompanied children or children separated
from their parents or guardians outside their countries of origin (UASC). The authorities and partners
that gathered around the RMRP faced a number of challenges, despite a constructive response.
According to the Ministry of Interior, 11,840 persons expressed their intention to seek asylum in the
period from January to November 2016, which requires systematic registration of this population
in the country and a further strengthening of the asylum system in accordance with international
standards.
Despite the efforts of the authorities and partners gathered around the RMRP to improve reception
conditions across the country, accommodation capacity has proved insufficient in many locations.
National health-care institutions under the Ministry of Health, as well as several NGOs, provide
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health care to refugees and migrants. Although those who stay longer have created an additional
burden on the services provided to the receiving communities, this has also opened up opportunities for integration.

Refugees
In 2018, there were 26,502 refugees living in the Republic of Serbia. The largest number of refugees come from Croatia (68.8%). In the period between 2017 and 2018, the refugee population
decreased by 1,300, of whom 806 were from Croatia and 494 from Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Data on the age structure of the refugees indicate a significant representation of older age groups,
i.e. persons over the age of 65 (63.83%), and significantly less among persons aged 50-64 (17.6%).
This means that over 80% of the people in the refugee population were older than 50 in 2018.
Table 5. Refugee population in the Republic of Serbia by country of origin, 2017 and 2018 (Source: RS Commissariat for Refugees and Migration)

Country of origin

2017

2018

Croatia

19,038

18,232

Bosnia and Herzegovina

8,764

8,270

Total

27,802

26,502

According to Commissariat data, of the total number of refugees in 2018, the largest number lived
in the Belgrade Region (25.3%), followed by Vojvodina (17.1% in Južno-Baka and 15.1% in the Srem
region). There are no official data focusing on WASH for this group.

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs)
In 2018, 199,584 persons displaced from the Autonomous Province of Kosovo and Metohija lived
in the Republic of Serbia, which is 2.85% of the estimated total number of inhabitants in Serbia.
58,078 IDP, or a third, were registered in the territory of Belgrade. As for the rest of the Republic of
Serbia, the largest representations of IDPs are in centre and south of the country. In terms of ethnic
structure, most IDPs are Serbs (almost three quarters), followed by Roma (about 20%), while Goranci, Bosniaks, Montenegrins and others make up a minority of the population.
A special group of IDPs consists of those in need of additional assistance related to their displacement (i.e. ‘poor’ IDPs) according to UNHCR criteria. IDPs are generally poorer than the majority
population: in 2010, the percentage of IDPs in need (‘poor IDPs’) was 45.2%, while the percentage
of the poor in the general population in the same year was 9.2%. In 2018, the share of the poor was
reduced to 34.3% of IDPs.
A large percentage of IDPs live in rented apartments: about 30%, which is significantly higher than
the approximately 5% of the general population. Rent is a big expense for a household budget,
so for IDPs with relatively low incomes, it is a factor that exposes them to a much greater risk of
poverty. There are no precise official data focusing on WASH for IDPs, but since poverty is directly
linked to substandard living conditions and reduced access to utilities and WASH, it is clear that
improvements are needed in WASH for IDPs.
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The greatest challenges facing the poorest IDPs are those for which lasting solutions have not yet
been found. They often remain left behind due to insufficient access to information and insufficient
knowledge and capacity, as they are unable to find their way through the maze of rules and procedures for different purposes. The situation of displaced Roma, who are often the poorest and most
marginalized, is extremely precarious: these IDPs should be a priority. IDPs are more exposed to
poverty than the average population, and among IDPs Roma are disproportionately more exposed
to poverty, as can be seen in the following figure.

Figure 6. Risk to poverty, % of population, 2014 (Allen, 2016)

3.4

Governance

The vast majority of Serbia’s population (87%) is connected to the public water-supply system. The
public water supply, according to the Law on Public Utilities, is under the control of the municipalities. Until recently, legislation allowed only public water suppliers to operate as public utility companies (PUC) established by the municipalities. PUCs are responsible for the operation and maintenance of water-supply systems, including drinking water quality. Since 2019 private companies have
been able to participate in public water supply, but only in exceptional cases.
The planning, construction, operation and maintenance of public water-supply systems is performed
in accordance with the relevant regulations, including the Law on Planning and Construction, the
Water Act, the Law on Environmental Impact Assessments, and the whole process of planning, design preparation, construction and operation of public water-supply systems, including the complex
administrative procedures for obtaining conditions and approvals from various competent authorities. The following table summarizes the competent authorities for issuing approvals for various
segments of the public water supply.
13% of the RS population are supplied with drinking water from individual wells or small water-supply systems, especially in central and southern Serbia and in remote settlements and villages, far
from municipal centres. A small percentage do not have access to drinking water in apartments
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or houses, mainly those belonging to the left-behind groups of the homeless, the poor and Roma
living in informal settlements or dilapidated houses. The main statistical data on these groups have
been given in previous chapters. There are no reliable statistical data for the share of women and
young people or for specific ethnic groups.
Sanitation is related to:
•
•

quality of housing (e.g. provision of toilet and bathroom facilities in apartments and other buildings)
connection of apartments and other buildings to sewer systems or individual septic tanks.

Table 6. Competent authorities for various parts of public water supply

Type of activity facility

Competent authority

Water abstraction (from surface and ground
water sources)
Drinking water treatment plant, construction

RS Ministry responsible for Water Management

Drinking water treatment plant, operation
Regional water supply schemes
Operation and maintenance of local water distribution networks, water tanks
Drinking water quality (at the tap)

over 200 L/s capacity – RS Ministry of Construction
less than 200 L/s capacity – Municipality
RS Ministry of Construction, RS Ministry of Water Management, Public Health Institute
RS Ministry of Construction, Provincial Secretariat for Construction (in Vojvodina)
Municipality
Public Health Institute (Ministry of Health)

In Serbia the vast majority of housing has adequate toilet sanitation (97% of occupied dwellings,
section 3.3 above), though there are still some households without sanitary facilities or running water, mainly in informal Roma and/or IDP settlements or dilapidated homes. In the recent past there
were significant problems in providing a large influx of refugees and migrants with an adequate
water supply and sanitation, but in recent years, following a decline in the number of refugees and
migrants, and owing to the efforts of the RS government, the EU and international donors, the situation has significantly improved.
In comparison to the public water-supply systems, however, the sewerage system is less developed
in Serbia. 55% of the population is connected to the public sewers, the remaining 45% to individual septic tanks (which are often permeable, causing groundwater and soil pollution, with possible
health risks). The operation of sewerage systems, like the public water supply, is the responsibility of
the municipalities and PUCs. It is common practice in Serbia for the PUC for the water supply also to
deal with sewerage, so everything stated above relating to PUCs for supplying water is applicable
to sewerage as well.
The RS Ministry responsible for education is in charge of providing adequate standards for schools.
Public-health institutes monitor and regularly report on the sanitary and hygienic conditions of
elementary schools in accordance with WHO (2009) guidelines. According to the 2019 report, at
the beginning of the 2018/2019 school year in Serbia there were 3319 regular primary schools,
1132 main and 2187 off-site learning facilities. Classes were attended by a total of 527,834 pupils,
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472,748 in the main classes and 55,086 in off-site learning facilities. The public water supply, which
is the safest water supply, is used by 52% of schools. The other two methods, which are less secure
(local water supply and local water-supply sources) are used by 48% of schools. Wastewater disposal
is unsatisfactory: in 39% of schools wastewater is disposed of in sewers, and in 58% of schools in
septic tanks. Septic tanks pose a risk to human health and the environment if they are permeable
and are not emptied regularly. Hand-washing facilities exist in 92% of schools, but the report stated
that the number of sanitary facilities is insufficient in relation to the number of pupils, as hand-washing devices are often inadequately equipped and soap and paper towels frequently lacking. Hot
running water is not provided in all schools located in the big cities, and even poorer conditions are
found in the off-site facilities of primary schools located in rural and suburban areas. In these facilities, combined with unresolved problems with the water supply, sanitation and hygiene are often
substandard. Following the arrival of COVID-19 epidemic and the resultant demand for enhanced
hygiene, in summer 2020 the Ministry of Education announced comprehensive works to renovate
WASH facilities in a number of schools, but at the time the report was issued the exact details pertaining to these works were not yet known.
Monitoring drinking-water quality, sanitation and health is the responsibility of the Ministry of Heath
through a network of regional public-health institutes coordinated by the Republic’s Public Health
Institute Milan Jovanovi Batut (hereafter IPH Batut), the national WASH focal point for WHO. Monitoring the quality of natural waters (surface and groundwater) is the responsibility of the Ministry of
the Environment (Environmental Protection Agency). Water management of the main water courses, transboundary water bodies and large groundwater aquifers is the responsibility of the Ministry
of Agriculture, Forestry and Water Management (Water Directorate). Municipalities and PUCs are
responsible for the operation and maintenance of water-supply and sewer systems and maintaining
acceptable drinking water quality and the quality of treated wastewater (where applicable). Regarding WASH, it can be concluded that water supply and sewerage (sanitation) are primarily the responsibility of the municipalities and their PUCs, while the health, planning and monitoring of water
supplies, sanitation and water resources management in Serbia are mainly centralized.
Public participation is provided for in drawing up planning documents (urban and spatial planning)
and EIA approval where preparation of EIA is required for the construction of new water-supply and
sanitation facilities. Public participation is also declared to be an essential part of the preparation
and adoption of various strategies and programmes, including the adoption of intersectoral targets
for water, sanitation, hygiene and health, which in Serbia are set under the auspices of the UNECE –
WHO Regional Office for Europe Protocol on Water and Health7. However, there are no systematic
mechanisms in place to ensure or promote the participation of left-behind population segments in
public consultations or decision-making processes.
Although Serbia adopts the principle of cost recovery for water services, the existing tariffs are still
too low: according to the RS Water Management Strategy, current tariffs for water supply and sewerage are approximately 50% of the required level to recover costs. In the 1990s and 2000s the low
percentage of paid water bills was a chronic problem for almost every PUC in Serbia. Since then,
the percentage of bills paid has significantly improved, with the exception of a few PUCs located
mainly in central and southern Serbia. There are no specific data available on the percentage of
unpaid bills generated by left-behind groups in the population. It is important to note that, even in
prolonged periods of non-payment for water services, households were not disconnected from the
water supply: instead PUCs attempt to collect unpaid bills through the courts.
7
More information on the targets set under the Protocol on Water and Health is available in the Serbian national summary report submitted under the
Protocol’s fourth reporting exercise, available at: https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/water/Protocol_reports/reports_pdf_web/2019_reports/Serbia_Protocol_report_4th_cycle_15May19.pdf. See also https://www.unece.org/env/water/pwh_targets_set.html
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Every municipality can provide subsidies for water bills for vulnerable groups, namely persons with
disabilities, war veterans, retired persons with low pensions, foster families and households with an
average income per person below the defined limit. For example, in Belgrade, the maximum subsidy is currently 30% for all utility bills (drinking water, sewerage, municipal heating and solid waste
management). Until 2014, the maximum subsidy in Belgrade was 50%, or 40% depending on the
type of utility. Regarding the left-behind groups identified in Section 1.1 of this report, it can be
concluded that only persons with disabilities and the poor are directly eligible to receive subsidies.

4. DOMESTICATION OF HRWS IN SERBIA
4.1 Government Obligation
4.1.1. National Instruments and Frameworks
The Constitution of the Republic of Serbia (Official Gazette of the RS No. 98/2006) does not
explicitly recognize the rights to water and sanitation as standalone human rights. However, the
Constitution implicitly recognizes them through other rights that ensure equality, health and the
cultural well-being of the people, including the following provisions:
•

•
•
•

•

•
•

•
•
•

The Republic of Serbia is a state based on the rule of law and social justice, the principles of civil
democracy, human and minority rights and freedoms, and a commitment to European principles
and values (Article 1).
The State shall guarantee special protection to national minorities for the purpose of exercising
full equality and preserving their identity (Article 14).
The State shall guarantee the equality of women and men and develop an equal opportunities
policy (Article 15).
The Constitution shall guarantee, and as such directly implement, human and minority rights
guaranteed by the generally accepted rules of international law, ratified international treaties
and laws (Article 18).
All direct or indirect discrimination based on any grounds, particularly on race, sex, national
origin, social origin, birth, religion, political or other opinion, property status, culture, language,
age, and mental or physical disability shall be prohibited (Article 21).
Everyone has the right to personal freedom and security (Article 27).
Everyone shall have the right to protection of their mental and physical health. Health care for
children, pregnant women, mothers on maternity leave, single parents with children under seven years of age and elderly persons shall be provided from public revenues unless provided in
some other manner in accordance with the law (Article 68).
Citizens and families that require welfare shall have the right to social protection, the provision
of which is based on social justice, humanity and respect for human dignity (Article 69).
Everyone shall have the right to a healthy environment and the right to timely and full information about the state of the environment (Article 74).
Any discrimination on the grounds of affiliation to a national minority shall be prohibited (Article
76).

•
The Serbian Water Act (Official Gazette of the RS» no. 30/2010, 93/2012, 101/2016, 95/2018 i
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95/2018) includes the following provisions relevant to the HRWS:
•
•
•
•

Water is a natural resource good that is owned by the Republic of Serbia (Article 5).
Water management is based on the ‘user pays’ and ‘polluter pays’ principles (Article 25).
Every user is obliged to use water in a way that does not deny the right to use water to other
persons and does not endanger the environment (Article 71).
The use of water to supply the population with drinking water, sanitary and hygienic needs ...
has priority over the use of water for other purposes.

The Serbian Law on Utilities (Official Gazette of the RS no. 88/2011, 104/2016 and 95/2018) includes the following provisions relevant to the HRWS:
•

•

Public water supply and sewerage are defined as utility services (Articles 2 and 3) under the responsibility of the municipalities and cities. The municipality or city shall establish a Public Utility
Company (PUC) to be responsible for the provision of water supply and sewerage to consumers
(Article 5).
The user is obliged not to disturb other users and not to endanger the environment or facilities
and equipment for water supply and sewerage (Article 18), while the suspension of water supply
and sewerage services is defined by Article 19.

Further requirements regarding the technical conditions required for connection to the water supply
and sewerage are detailed in the municipal/city regulation on utilities, where other details are defined, such as: priorities in water supply during water-supply restrictions (priority is usually given to
hospitals and other health-care facilities, schools and public services), method of calculating water
tariffs, etc.
The Anti-Discrimination Law (Official Gazette of the RS no. 22/2009) prohibits unjustified discrimination, unequal treatment or omission (exclusion, restriction or preference) in relation to persons or
groups, as well as members of their families or persons close to them, in an open or covert manner,
based on race, skin colour, ancestors, citizenship, nationality or ethnic origin, language, religious or
political beliefs, gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, property status, birth, genetic characteristics, health status, disability, marital and family status, belief, age, appearance, membership in
political, trade union and other organizations, and other real or assumed personal characteristics.
For WASH and left-behind populations, the following national strategies are significant:
•

Water Management Strategy of the Republic of Serbia until 2034 is a master planning document designed to serve as a blueprint for the implementation of water-sector reforms aimed
at achieving the necessary water-management standards nationally, regionally and locally, and
at fulfilling water-management objectives. The Strategy follows the requirements of the Serbian
Water Act and to some degree the requirements of the EU Water Framework Directive. The
Strategy also sets out the structural and non-structural measures required to achieve the specified objectives, and outlines the necessary funding, implementation timetable and functions
whose proper performance will govern the effective achievement of objectives. In the field of
WASH, the Strategy foresees an increase in the connection rate to public water-supply systems
to 93%, while drinking-water quality should be improved to ensure the required standards for all
citizens. The Strategy stipulates that the drinking-water supply has absolute priority in water-resource utilization, though it does not specifically recognize the needs of left-behind groups. For
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sanitation purposes, the Strategy foresees an overall increase in connection rates to public sewers
to 85% in urban areas and the introduction of wastewater treatment. Overall budget estimates
for various water-management fields (water supply, irrigation, drainage, flood protection, sewerage, water pollution control) until 2034 are included. Total investment in WASH infrastructure
for the period from 2015 to 2034 are estimated at a level of almost 5.5 billion EUR (1.86 billion
EUR for water supply, 3.63 billion EUR for sewerage and wastewater treatment). For the period
from 2015 to 2024, total planned investments in drinking-water supply and sanitation will reach
almost two billion EUR. However, according to the GLASS report (WHO, 2019), Serbia’s WASH
budget is one of the lowest among the analysed countries, with a total of 117 million USD or 13
USD per capita already having been spent in 2018 (approximately one half of planned funds).
•

Sustainable and Integrated Urban Development Strategy of the Republic of Serbia until
2030 is a strategic document being developed for the first time in RS planning practice for a
time frame of up to 2030. This document sets out preconditions for implementation of the New
Urban Agenda, adopted in 2016 at the UN Habitat III Conference in Ecuador in Quito. The
Sustainable and Integrated Urban Development Strategy will enable urban development in the
Republic of Serbia to be harmonized with the goals of the European Union’s Urban Agenda. The
strategy addresses the following aspects of informal settlements: legalization of illegal construction, limiting urban sprawl, urban recovery, zoning as a market correction mechanism and an
urban policy instrument, regulation of the urban legal order, rules of conduct in space (development, use, construction, protection), development of rural-urban linkages, urban agriculture, improvements in accessibility and availability, and the functional, spatial and technical integration
of (technical, social, commercial, etc.) systems. Essentially, the Strategy envisages legalizing and
formalizing informal settlements and integrating them into cities. Regarding WASH, the Strategy assumes an increase in the connection rate to the public water supply and sewerage systems. Exact targets for connection rate increases will be defined in an Action Plan, which is yet
to be adopted. It is important to introduce HRWS principles in preparation for the Action Plan.

•

The Strategy of Social Inclusion of Roma for the Period from 2016 to 2025 is designed
to create conditions for the social inclusion of Roma men and women in order to reduce
their poverty and combat discrimination against persons of Roma ethnicity, i.e. to create the
conditions for Roma citizens to have full access to their rights and be able to exercise them.
Section 4.4 of the Strategy states: ‘According to international human rights standards,
the right to health is not limited solely to the human right to health care. It encompasses as well all the socioeconomic factors which are necessary for a person to be able to lead
a healthy life. Under international law, those factors are viewed as socioeconomic determinants of health and comprise housing, access to nutritious foods, drinking water and adequate sanitation, occupational health and safety, and living in an unpolluted environment.
Therefore, in order to improve the health of Roma men and women, efforts must be made
to improve these socioeconomic determinants as well, which is one of the Strategy’s tasks.’
One of measures related to Operational Objective 5 of the Strategy is the following: ‘Activities
of the public health-care system and advocacy of other systems in order to improve sanitary and
epidemiological conditions (improving access to drinking water and sanitation, pest control, disinfestations and disinfection of the area where informal settlements are situated and arranging
garbage removal, etc.)’.
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•

The National Strategy for Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons from 2015 to 2020 has two
target groups:
1. refugees whose status is defined in accordance with the Law on Refugees
2. internally displaced persons from the territory of the Autonomous Province of Kosovo and Metohija.
This strategy, in relation to refugees, established two parallel course of action (return or integration), which refugees can freely choose between.
Regarding IDPs from the Autonomous Province of Kosovo and Metohija who are resident in
Serbia, the RS’s basic strategic commitment is to provide everyone with full support for a sustainable return. However, as longevity of displacement is also acknowledged as a real fact, the
need to find appropriate solutions to improve the living conditions of IDPs is another goal of
this strategic action. In protecting the rights of internally displaced persons, Serbia is guided
by national laws and ratified international conventions. Accordingly, strategic directions should
be decided during the programming of future activities related to the improvement of IDPs’
living conditions. Mechanisms have been established centrally and locally for the implementation of all types of support programmes for IDPs in Serbia. Thanks to the system of local action
planning, local governments have been actively involved in addressing the needs of internally
displaced persons since 2008. Also, in the past period, numerous programmes envisaged by
the strategic framework have been implemented, financed by the EU, UN agencies, the Government of the Republic of Serbia and the governments of foreign countries.
The determination of the Republic of Serbia to provide adequate living conditions and find
permanent solutions for internally displaced persons is reflected in the adoption of the Law
on Migration Management and the revision of the National Strategy for Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons for 2015-2020, with significant funds from the budget for the care and
improvement of the position of IDPs, fund-raising, and the regular placing of IDP issues high
up the political agenda of all relevant forums where the emphasis is on finding a permanent
solution to their problems. The document focuses on ways of improving the living conditions
of internally displaced persons while they are displaced. Although WASH provision may be
assumed as an aspect of providing ‘adequate living conditions’ (the term used in the National
Strategy), it is not explicitly defined in the Law or the Strategy.

4.1.2. Sub-National/Local
Local governments are responsible for the operation and maintenance of the water supply, urban
planning and housing. They can facilitate WASH for those left behind through subsidies for utilities
or targeted projects (e.g. water supply for informal settlements, improvement of local water infrastructure, etc.), sometimes with support from the government or international agencies and donors.
However, capacity limitations, local budget restrictions and the limited funds available to PUCs for
investment purposes, due to low water tariffs, limits the scope and reach of such actions.

4.1.3. Regional and International Instruments
The Republic of Serbia has ratified a number of important and binding international documents:
United Nations:

UNU-INRA | 27

COUNTRY REPORT - SERBIA

•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (‘Official Gazette of the SFRY - International
Agreements’, No. 7/71)
International Pact on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (’Official Gazette of the SFRY - International Agreements’, No. 7/71)
Convention on the Legal Status of Stateless Persons (‘Official Gazette of the FPRY - International
Agreements and Other Agreements, No. 9/59)
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (‘Official Gazette of the SFRY - International Agreements’, No. 6/67)
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (‘Official Gazette
of the SFRY - International Agreements’, No. 11/81)
United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) – World Health Organization (WHO)
Regional Office for Europe Protocol on Water and Health to the UNECE Convention on the
Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes (entered into force
for Serbia on April 2013)
In addition, the UN and its partners in Serbia are working towards achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals. A total of nineteen UN agencies, funds and programmes in Serbia are
working together to implement the Development Partnership Framework 2016-2020 to support
country’s progress in advancing national development priorities, which are fully aligned with
Agenda 2030 and EU reform processes.
It is important to note that, as of yet, Serbia has not become a partner country of the Water and
Sanitation for All Mutual Accountability Mechanism.

Council of Europe:
• European Conventions for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms
• European Social Charter
• Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence
The European Union:
• EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.
On 28 July 2010, in Resolution 64/292, the United Nations General Assembly explicitly recognized
the human right to water and sanitation and acknowledged that clean drinking water and sanitation
are essential to the realization of all human rights.
EU Human Rights Guidelines on Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation were adopted by the Council
of the EU at its 3700th meeting held on 17 June 2019, a strong confirmation of the commitment of
the EU and its member states to the human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation to be realised in practice, as well as supporting the human rights defenders who are fighting for these rights.
These guidelines and decisions on the part of the EU have not yet been incorporated into Serbian
legislation.

4.1.4. WASH Service Provision
The general approach to WASH, as enshrined in the Constitution, ratified conventions and national
regulations, is that all people have equal rights. The long-term goal is the eradication of poverty, the
inclusion of LNOB groups in society and improvements to their social and economic status, health
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care, education, etc. Achieving this long-term goal depends on many socio-economic and other
factors, and requires more focused and targeted actions to improve WASH for those left behind.
Investments in improvements to drinking-water supply, sanitation and health in Serbia have been
made for decades. At each government level (republic, provincial, local/municipal) there are budget
provisions for investing in WASH aimed at developing and improving the water supply, sanitation
and health. The current level of economic development severely limits budget spending on WASH:
in the latest GLAAS report, Serbia’s WASH budget is one of the lowest among the analysed countries, totalling 117 million USD or 13 USD per capita, which is less than half the investment required
if the targets of the Water Management Strategy are to be achieved within the planned timeframe
(by 2034). One of the reasons for this may lie in the fact that WASH is relatively well developed, but
such a limited budget significantly slows down further development.
Currently in the RS there are a total of 154 municipal PUCs for water supply and sewerage: i.e.
practically every municipality has its own PUC. Thus, fragmentation of PUCs inevitably leads to
insufficient human, technical and financial capacities for the majority of PUCs, as well as having a
negative impact on their human, technical and financial capacities to perform and improve their activities. Another basic problem faced by water companies is the low price of water: for some water
companies, low water-bill collection rates make it extremely difficult for them to operate, leading to
insufficient maintenance and deterioration of the water-supply infrastructure.
Serbia generally follows EU norms and standards related to water supply, sanitation, health and
environmental protection. This includes the harmonization of local regulations and standards and
putting in place regulatory mechanisms, monitoring and quality control. This is a long-term process
that will require years to complete.
Although Serbia has a long tradition in water-supply sanitation and health, introduction of the HRWS
in WASH, especially for left-behind population segments, would require capacity-strengthening at
all levels to achieve the required goals. On the other hand, there is also a need to educate members of left-behind groups about their rights (e.g. WASH subsidies, participation in the consultation
process, etc.) and encourage their participation in processes that define measures to improve their
social and economic status, including full access to WASH.

4.1.5. Monitoring and Evaluation
The primary monitoring mechanism available is through the Republic of Serbia’s Statistical Office.
The operation of the office is continuously being updated and harmonized with EU standards (Eurostat) in related fields. A large proportion of the data used in this report comes from the Statistical
Office, the results of the last census to be performed in Serbia (2011) and subsequent targeted
surveys. All reports from the Statistical Office are made available to the public on the Internet. The
next census is planned for the first half of 2021 and will be conducted in line with EU recommendations and standards in this field. Data from the census that is relevant for WASH include household
data (number, gender, ethnic group, income, economic status) and housing data (structure, type of
dwelling, water supply and sanitary facilities), etc. Although census data is indispensable, valuable
and comprehensive, a ten-year census cycle is too long for tracking the progress of real-life projects
that aim to improve WASH for left-behind groups. Another option in using Statistical Office data is
to create periodic reports by analysing representative samples. However, some additional data and
content will need to be tailored to the new requirements related to WASH for those left behind.
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In November 2018, the Serbian National Assembly adopted a Data Protection Law. Although the
Law has largely adopted provisions and solutions from the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR), it has not been harmonized with the GDPR in all respects.
The second relevant official source is the Ministry of Health, i.e., the Republic of Serbia’s Public
Health Institute ‘Milan Jovanovi Batut’ (IPH Batut), with its network of regional public-health institutes. These institutes are responsible for public health, hygiene, food safety, environmental conditions, etc., under Serbian regulations, EU standards and WHO guidelines. They perform various
periodic surveys and issue reports on a range of subjects, some of which are related to WASH and
are made available to the public on the Internet. However, there are no reports aimed explicitly at
left-behind groups in Serbia.
It can be concluded that existing monitoring systems, although comprehensive and in place, will
need adjusting or expanding to fulfil the requirements for monitoring the HRWS (especially for
those left behind). This can be expected once the country adopts HRWS principles in legislation
and starts harmonizing its regulations, which will undoubtedly require additional funding.

4.2

Obligations of Other Stakeholders

4.2.1. Donors and International Organizations
Integration and realization of the HRWS into RS laws, policies and strategies are in their initial stages.
Based on past experiences with the implementation of water supplies, sanitation and public-health
projects, involvement by the following donors and international organizations may be expected:
•
•
•
•
•
•

European Union (by far the biggest donor for RS)
UN agencies and programmes and country team (UNDP, UNICEF, WHO, UNHCR, UNECE, etc.)
GIZ (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit, or German Association for International Cooperation),
SIDA (Swedish International Development Cooperation)
SDC (Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation)
USAID, etc.

Programmes and projects related to the involvement of donors and international organizations specifically concerned with HRWS are yet to be defined.
In recent years progress has been made in implementing the Protocol on Water and Health in the
Republic of Serbia. In 2018 Serbia requested UNECE expertise and financial support to implement
an action plan to promote and improve equitable access to water and sanitation in the districts of
Šumadija and Pomoravlje (central Serbia), identified as priority areas in the country. The action plan
was developed in 2018/2019 by the Regional Economic Development Agency for Sumadija and
Pomoravlje (REDASP) with support from the Ministry of Environmental Protection and the Ministry
of Health. The project was funded by the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe and was
completed on the territory of twelve municipalities covering about 5.1% of the territory of Republic
of Serbia with a total of 435,992 inhabitants (16% of Serbia’s total population)8.

4.2.2. NGOs/CSOs/Faith-Based/Rights Groups
8

More data is available at: https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/water/activities/Equitable_access/Action_plan_Serbia__final_Ang_27_02.pdf
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As previously stated, the integration and realization of the HRWS into Serbian laws, policies and
strategies is practically in its initial stages, but based on past experiences with the implementation
of water supply, sanitation and health, two groups of NGOs can be expected to be involved:
•
•

NGOs advocating the rights and requirements of those left behind.
NGOs providing technical expertise in identifying, monitoring and implementing innovative
solutions for WASH for left-behind groups and in integrating the HRWS.

4.2.3. Private-Sector Service
So far the private sector has not been involved in the integration or realization of the HRWS into RS
laws, policies, strategies or plans.

5. GAPS AND CHALLENGES
Serbia’s constitution does not explicitly recognize the human rights to water and sanitation as standalone human rights. However, it does recognize other rights that ensure equality, health and the
cultural well-being of the people, implicitly including components of WASH. There is nonetheless
a gap in the national and local regulations related to the HWRS and WASH which need to be addressed.
Serbia’s legal framework does not recognize the specific needs of vulnerable and marginalized
groups9.
Key players in the implementation of WASH are different government bodies at all government
levels (occasionally with support from international organizations and donors). In general, capacity-building on all governmental levels will be needed to introduce the HRWS concept to those left
behind in order to achieve sustainable progress in this field.
Responsibility for water supply and sanitation (sewerage) is divided between numerous entities on
the republic, provincial and municipal levels. Such a large number of responsible bodies, sometimes
with partly overlapping competencies, leads to complex procedures for the implementation of projects, and more importantly to reduced capacities for some component authorities, as is especially
evident at the local (municipal) level.
One of the basic problems faced by the WASH sector for Serbia’s water companies is the low price
of water, and in some water companies a low water-bill collection rate. It is an essential requirement
that the WASH sector installs sustainable funding mechanisms in order to ensure a reliable level of
service to consumers.
The reorganization and strengthening of the utility sector in Serbia – water supply and sewerage
in particular – is an outstanding and challenging task, one that is recognized in Serbian regulations
and strategic documents, but that has been postponed several times. Building the technical and
human capacities of PUCs is another important task which will ensure the appropriate quality of
WASH services and enable the extension of WASH to all populations, including left-behind groups.
The competent authorities with regard to hygiene (health) are headed by the Ministry of Health
and a network of regional Public Health Institutes coordinated by IPH Batut. The introduction of the
9

https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/water/activities/Equitable_access/Country_highlights/Serbia_HRWS_in_Practice_2019_Highlights.pdf
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HRWS to WASH principles would require strengthening their capacity.
Long-term strategic plans already exist in Serbia regarding WASH. They are prepared in accordance with the present state and projections of future development, respecting national and EU
requirements and limitations (mainly financial). However, what is usually missing is a well-defined
and structured short-term action plan with a clear scope, objectives, target areas, progress monitoring, outcomes and budget. These plans should include targeted actions aimed at improving WASH
for left-behind groups. Such action plans should be periodically prepared, evaluated and approved
(e.g. once a year, or once every two years). Participation by left-behind groups in the consultation
and decision-making processes should be encouraged in order to accelerate implementation of
WASH to those left behind.
In recent years, progress has been made in implementing the Protocol on Water and Health in the
Republic of Serbia, in particular to promote and improve equitable access to water and sanitation.
However, till now, with support from UNECE, only one Action Plan has been developed, implementation of which started in 2019. The area covered by the Action Plan includes the regions of Sumadija and Pomoravlje in central Serbia, which represent about 5.1% of the territory of Serbia and have
a total population of 435,992 (16% of Serbia’s total population). It is crucial during implementation
to engage civil-society organizations that represent all vulnerable groups in the region covered by
the Action Plan, as well as ensure action-plan flexibility to include new individuals and vulnerable
groups in case new vulnerable groups or individuals are identified during the process. It is proving
a challenge to prepare similar Action Plans for other parts of Serbia, especially the big cities.
Another challenging issue is the availability of funding for the development of WASH (investments).
The current level of funding is approximately half the planned sum envisaged by the Water Management Strategy. It is important to note that WASH is relatively well developed in Serbia, but such
a limited budget is significantly slowing down the further development of WASH in the country and
will extend the timeframe needed to reach WASH targets set by the Water Management Strategy.
While hygiene (health) relies mainly on state funding and is therefore limited to budgetary constraints and the overall strength of the national economy, water supply and sanitation are more reliant on self-sustaining financing mechanisms through the collection of water fees for water services
provided. Water tariff reform in order to achieve full cost recovery, while respecting the affordability
criteria for left-behind groups, is therefore an important and challenging task. Overall, financing
WASH for LNOB can be identified as a major cross-cutting issue.
Existing systems of subsidies for WASH services could be improved to include a greater number of
people in the left-behind groups.
The monitoring of components related to WASH and left-behind groups should be improved nationally and especially locally, including full implementation of GDPR. Also, Serbia may consider
joining with a partner country in the Water and Sanitation for All Mutual Accountability Mechanism.
This would enable better insights into the situation and accurate progress in tracking implementation of WASH for those left behind.
The COVID-19 pandemic has created a whole new set of issues, ranging from increased hygiene
requirements (with water supply as a prerequisite) to the increased vulnerability of people living in
informal settlements where maintaining social distancing is difficult, thus shifting the focus of society towards health protection and the economy, etc. At this moment, the full scale of the influence
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of COVID-19 on the HRWS and WASH is hard to assess, but much of this influence may be expected
to have, at least temporarily, a negative effect on WASH for those left behind. The pandemic may
nonetheless have created an opportunity to improve WASH (water supply in particular) by introducing an emergency water supply for left-behind and vulnerable groups and thus facilitate the extra
hygiene requirements needed to prevent COVID-19 from spreading (e.g. the recent announcement
by Serbia’s Ministry of Education of a project aimed at improving water supply and sanitation facilities in schools in Serbia).
Lastly, there are a range of challenges related to WASH and left-behind groups:
•
•
•

Educating members of left-behind groups about their rights.
Encouraging participation of left-behind groups in consultations and processes that define measures to improve their social and economic status, including full access to WASH.
Promotion of good WASH practice.

6. RECOMMENDATIONS
The Republic of Serbia has relatively well-developed WASH services. Water supply is the most
developed sector, while sanitation is lagging behind. However, there is still a significant number of
people left behind who do not have full access to WASH.
Although Serbian’s constitution does not explicitly recognize the human rights to water and sanitation as standalone human rights, it recognizes other rights that ensure equality, health and the
cultural well-being of the people that implicitly include components of WASH.
Based on the information provided in this Report, the following actions are recommended to ensure
absolute domestication of the HRWS in Serbia.

Variable levels of governance
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Incorporation of HRWS and WASH into national and local regulations. This may be achieved
through implementation of the EU’s Human Rights Guidelines on Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation (Council of Europe, 10146/19, 17 June 2019).
Developing guidelines for the implementation of HRWS to those left behind at various levels of
government (in cooperation with international organizations).
Identifying the needs and capacity development of key governmental entities for WASH to the
left- behind population segment.
Enhancing the quality and accessibility of WASH services.
Improving the efficiency of the utility sector through reforms.
Improving WASH-sector planning and monitoring systems, including the full implementation of
GDPR and quality assurance systems.
The possibility of Serbia joining the Water and Sanitation for All Mutual Accountability Mechanism.

Left-behind populations and civil-society organizations
•
•
•

Advocating the HRWS.
Capacity development and civil-society support.
Building human resilience in response to vulnerability to shocks.
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International organizations
•
•

Partnering with government entities in the planning and implementation of the HRWS to the
left-behind population segment.
Access to information and international cooperation.

7. BEST PRACTICES
During the past several decades, Serbia has experienced various and severe challenges related to
WASH for left-behind groups, especially the Roma population, refugees, IDPs and migrants, while
poverty can be considered to be the main cross-cutting issue. Over time, measures to provide
WASH to left-behind groups have gradually changed from temporary emergency measures to complex long-term solutions for their integration and inclusion, which include WASH provision as one
of its components. The following are examples of best practices in providing WASH to left-behind
groups in Serbia:
Emergency measures, which address temporary or emergency problems and provide positive
WASH results for those left-behind over the short term, but may not have long-term sustainability:
•
•

•

•

Serbia is identified as one of the European countries that provides free taps and public toilets to
the homeless (UNECE and WHO, 2012).
Between 2007-2010, the inhabitants of a large informal Roma settlement in Belgrade without
basic WASH services were removed to new settlements in order to make way for planned bridge
reconstruction works. The plan included issuing personal identification documentation to inhabitants of these informal settlements to enable them to benefit from social protection services,
such as medical treatment in health centres. The new settlements have access to a water supply
and sewage collection, as well as electricity, heating, fire-fighting equipment and basic furniture.
The monthly water bills are paid by the city of Belgrade. Beneficiaries of this plan include a total
of 220 Roma families, and the city administration has invested EUR 1.1 million to provide one
mobile home per family, as well as thirty sanitary containers.
Even within illegal settlements, a number of measures can be undertaken, such as hygiene promotion. For example, the Red Cross ran a six-month education and awareness-raising project
for several families in the illegal Roma settlement of the municipality of Palilula (Belgrade District) that resulted in a 60% reduction in water-borne and sanitation-related diseases (UNECE
and WHO 2012).
Positive examples regarding migrants include activities undertaken in 2017-2018 to provide
adequate and safe spaces that take into account different needs for protection and are in line
with international standards. One example is the opening of centres for the reception of asylum-seekers in Bujanovac, Preševo (southern Serbia), Sombor and Adaševci (northern Serbia).
More than 88,200 refugees and migrants have received health services in state facilities. Assistance was also provided to local communities exposed to increased pressure regarding waste
management, water supply and wastewater treatment. The regional plan to respond to the
refugee and migrant crisis in Europe was prepared by UNHCR, which provided 1.1 million USD
for the provision of WASH to migrants and local communities (UNHCR, 2017), the funding being
secured from several sources.

Strategic and/or long term inclusion measures:
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•

In 2010-2012, the project ‘Capacity Building of Institutions Involved in Migration Management
and Reintegration of Returnees in the Republic of Serbia – CBMM’ was co-funded by the EU
and implemented by the International Organization for Migration in cooperation with the Commissariat for Refugees of the Republic of Serbia. The Project’s aim was to improve the living
conditions of left-behind groups – Roma, refugees and IDPs in particular – in several Serbian
cities (Smederevo, Požarevac, Nova Crnja, Vranje, etc.) through implementation of the following
activities (IOM, 2013):
• Intensive consultation with competent authorities and left-behind groups; identification
of their needs, strengths and weaknesses
• Preparation of a local action plan (LAP) with the involvement of all stakeholders
• Establishing an office of the municipal government in charge of LAP implementation
• Establishing monitoring mechanisms
• Providing funds from the municipal budget for partial financing of the LAP; other
fund-raising activities
• Realisation of activities which include the construction of social housing, the donation
of construction materials to left-behind families, purchases of houses or land plots to
be donated to left-behind families, etc. Such activities are complemented by additional
measures aimed at assisting left-behind families and individuals in improving their economic and social status (educational programmes, vocational training, identification of
business opportunities), as well as measures to ensure their access to health care and
education (for children).
• Evaluation of LAP results and lessons learned.

In 2016, Serbia carried out a self-assessment exercise on equitable access to water and sanitation
by applying a specific tool, the Equitable Access Score-card, available under the Protocol on Water and Health, at both national and district levels. The exercise enabled the country to establish
a baseline measure of equality in accessing water and sanitation and to identify some key findings
and ‘equity gaps’10.
Building on these findings, Serbia has developed a local Equitable Access Action Plan for the period 2019-202211, with the participation of a broad range of stakeholders, including national and
local authorities, NGOs and utilities (UNECE and WHO, 2019). The Action Plan covers several dimensions which are of relevance to the progressive realization of the human rights to safe drinking
water and sanitation, namely:
•
•
•
•

Reduction of geographical disparities
Providing access to water and sanitation for vulnerable and marginalized groups
Keeping water and sanitation affordable for all
Raising the awareness of decision-makers and service users of the importance of equitable access to water and sanitation.

With respect to vulnerable and marginalized groups specifically, the objective is to improve public
policies and institutional frameworks that deal with access to safe drinking water and sanitation for
such groups. Several concrete initiatives have been identified with a view to achieving this objective, including the adoption of new strategic planning documents that recognize vulnerable and
marginalized groups.
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Formal reporting on implementation of the Action Plan is expected to take place annually through
meetings of the Inter-ministerial Joint Body in charge of implementing the Protocol.

See more information at https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/water/activities/Equitable_access/Country_highlights/Serbia_HRWS_in_Practice_2019_Highlights.pdf
And https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/water/activities/Equitable_access/Serbia_Report_2018.pdf
11
For more information on the local Equitable Access Action Plans, see https://bit.ly/2nrWOmi
10
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APPENDICES
List of Key Informants Interviewed
Category

Organization/person

Date

Government

Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and
Water Management, Water Directorate

15 July 2020

Institute of Public Heath of the
Republic of Serbia ‘Milan Jovanovi
Batut’

29. July 2020

Civil Society Organizations
(CSOs)

Association of Water Supply and Sew- 27 July 2020
erage Companies of Serbia

UN Agencies

UNICEF /
Dr Ivana Miši, email: imisic@unicef.
org

29 July 2020

Aleksandra Petrovi,
Human Rights Associate, UN Human Rights Team, Office of the UN
Resident Coordinator in Serbia. email
: aleksandra.petrovic@un.org

August-September 2020

UNDP /
Danijela Šever Radovanovi,
email: danijela.sever.radovanovic@
undp.org

28 July 2020

Non-Governmental Organization
(NGO)

Association for Water Technology and 20 July 2020
Sanitation /
Aleksandar Šotic, PhD, WASH Expert,
email: aleksandar.sotic@utvsi.com
Serbian Water Pollution Control
Society /
Branislava Leki, PhD, WASH Expert,
branaj@grf.bg.ac.rs

8 July 2020

WASH service providers

PUC Belgrade Waterworks and Sewerage /
Ms. Maja Medenica, Water supply
sector,
majamedenica04@yahoo.com

23 July 2020

Academia

Univestity of Belgrade, Faculty of Civil 2 July 2020
Engineering / Branislav Babi, PhD,
water supply and Sanitation Exper,
email: bane.babic@yahoo.com
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—
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We provide cutting-edge solutions and knowledge outlets for natural resource planning and management from
an African perspective.

UNU-INRA serves as a platform to amplify African voices and showcase made-in-Africa solutions. We harness
the incredible talent on the continent and also strengthen and develop capabilities by equipping African researchers, entrepreneurs and policy actors with the requisite knowledge to sustainably manage natural resources. We deliver research, capacity development and policy advice, and we convene spaces for knowledge
sharing.
Our operating units across 5 countries in Africa (Senegal, Ivory Coast, Cameroon, Zambia and Namibia) give us
on-the-ground knowledge, while our global network of experts and the wider UNU group give us a comparative
advantage in the production and export of knowledge.
It is our vision for Africa to realise the transformational potential of natural resources in the context of sustainable development and deliver a prosperous, fair and resilient future.
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