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I Introduction 
1. This submission was prepared by Belgrade Centre for Human Rights (BCHR) and National Youth Council of Serbia (KOMS) hereinafter: YOUTH COALITION_ICCPR.

2. Belgrade Centre for Human Rights is the founder and member of numerous international and national networks and coalitions formed to protect human rights. BCHR has been publishing the Annual Report on the State of Human Rights since 1998. In addition to this comprehensive report, BCHR published a large number of thematic reports and analyses (i.e., annual youth rights report). Apart from human rights textbooks and annual reports, BCHR published more than 300 different publications, manuals, and books in the field of human rights. The Youth Programme of BCHR deals with topics of social inclusion, anti-discrimination, youth rights, gender equality, and interculturality. Together with young people, we create a society of equality through education on youth rights, direct work with young people from different groups, work and networking with youth organizations and civil society organizations in general, and cooperation with decision-makers in society and international organizations. 

3. National Youth Council of Serbia (KOMS) is the highest independent representative body of youth in Serbia. It is an association of 109 youth and for youth organization. KOMS is advocacy platform which serves for improving of the position of young people and acts as a link between young people, its member organizations and various decision-makers and providers of programs and services for young people (primarily the state and its institutions). Our mission is to improve the position of young people through the development of strategic partnerships, intersectoral and international cooperation, as well as by strengthening the capacities of member organizations and other youth policy actors.

4. The Report is based on the findings of projects and activities monitoring and reporting on youth rights and needs. These projects and activities were implemented by the Youth Coalition members, and their experience and conclusions stem from the direct work with and for youth in Serbia.

II PROHIBITION OF TORTURE OF YOUTH
*Cases of physical abuse of youth in front of the Republic Electoral Commission (REC) and the Belgrade City Assembly
5. Following the December 17, 2023, extraordinary elections for city assembly councilors and members of parliament, a sizable number of citizens, many of whom were young, gathered in front of the Republican Election Commission building on Kralja Milana Street in Belgrade during the evening hours and denounced the irregularities that had been part of the election process. Two young males, aged 19 and 20, were taken into custody by the police on the first night of the demonstration on December 18, under suspicion of having committed a criminal act of violent behavior at a public gathering or sporting event and they were then detained for up to 48 hours.[footnoteRef:1] One of the two later went on record saying that on the evening of December 18, 2023, in the official premises of the City of Belgrade Police Department, he was abused by police officers. He was struck multiple times on the head and body with fists and police batons at a time when he did not offer any resistance at all. After that, he was threatened with death and coerced into signing a statement claiming he was getting paid by opposition leaders to incite unrest during protests that opposition political parties organized.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  “Suspects of violent behavior at a sporting event or public gathering”, Ministry of Internal Affairs, December 19th, 2023]  [2:  Arrested student after the protest: “The police beat me and forced me to declare that Tepić and Đilas were paying me", N1, December 21st, 2023.] 

6. Subsequently, images of the young man's body were posted on the social media platform "X," displaying wounds on his back and arm that he said were caused by torture by the police. In response to these accusations, the Ministry of Internal Affairs released a statement in which it was claimed that the suspect had been detained on suspicion of pushing away the director of the Republic Institute of Statistics during a public gathering in front of the REC, that he had claimed during the hearing before the Higher Public Prosecutor's Office in Belgrade that no one had harassed him since the time of his arrest, and that both the suspect and his defense lawyer had signed the hearing minutes without raising any issues. Additionally, according to the Ministry of Internal Affairs, this suspect claimed during questioning that "someone hit him in the head while he was on the street," but he failed to report the injury to the police and he refused a medical examination.[footnoteRef:3] This case resulted in criminal charges being brought before the First Basic Public Prosecutor's Office in Belgrade; however, it is unknown to the public that any action was taken about these criminal charges until the end of 2023. [3:  "The Ministry of Internal Affairs appeals to all political actors in Serbia not to abuse the police and to respect public order and peace during public gatherings", Ministry of Internal Affairs, December 21st, 2023.] 

7. Over the next few days, the protests grew larger in scale. A demonstration was held in front of the Republican Electoral Commission and the City Assembly of Belgrade seven days following the elections, on December 24. That evening, several gathered individuals attempted to break into the City Assembly building, and some of them threw stones at it while a large number of Gendarmerie members were inside the hall of the building. The demonstrators who attempted to forcibly enter the Belgrade City Assembly building were initially met with tear gas by the police, who also used batons to strike the demonstrators who struck the doors and the police officers' shields with various objects. At one point, protesters were driven from the area in front of and surrounding the Belgrade City Assembly by police officers equipped with equipment for dispersing crowds. These officers then stationed themselves around the institutions in that part of the city, including the Presidency, the Parliament, the City Assembly, and the REC headquarters. Alongside this police activity, there was an unwarranted and excessive use of force directed at the gathered citizens who had neither taken part in the violent acts nor in any other way contributed to the need for police coercion. In one of the social media videos, it is evident that two Gendarmerie members struck various parts of a young man's body with police batons when he attempted to fight their coercion, even if his resistance may have been broken more gently.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  "Disturbing videos appeared, police beat protesters in Belgrade, some were injured", N1, December 24th, 2023.] 


8. Even though videos of indiscriminate and disproportionate police force against the gathered protesters from the evening of December 24th had been circulated on social networks and in the media, the following day, the Higher Public Prosecutor's Office in Belgrade released a statement that the prosecutor's office determined that members of the Ministry of Internal Affairs had acted legally when confronted with violent demonstrators at the Belgrade City Assembly and that they had used coercive means under the law to repel the attack, stop the violence from spreading, and preserve public property[footnoteRef:5]. 38 persons, many of whom were students, were detained during this police operation on suspicion of violating the security and constitutional order of the Republic of Serbia (the crime of advocating for a forceful alteration of the constitutional order) and the crime of acting violently during a sporting event or other public gathering.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Announcement of the Higher Public Prosecutor's Office in Belgrade on December 25th, 2023, available at: https://beograd.vjt.rs/aktuelnosti/saopstenje-597/.]  [6: ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk158061091]9. Having all the above-mentioned in mind, the Committee is urged to recommend the State party the following:
· Basic human rights in case of arrest, as well as in cases of torture and other forms of ill-treatment by public officials, should be included in the human rights education of youth incorporated in appropriate secondary school curricula. 


 III YOUTH’S FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION

10. Primary challenge in carrying out the Youth Strategy in the Republic of Serbia for the period from
2023 to 2030 (NYS) remains the project financing mechanism for civil sector organizations as outlined in the Rulebook on financing and co-financing of public interest programs and projects in the youth sector. One major issue that remains with this Rulebook is that it does not allow for the submission of an appeal regarding the competition results or the reading of project score lists based on the criteria specified in the Rulebook. 

[bookmark: _Hlk158046860]11. Misuse of public funds intended for, allocated to, or directed toward youth was another significant issue that CINS discovered throughout the preceding period of observation. More specifically, data from the public tenders database indicates that, between 2020 and the present, the Republic of Serbia's budget gave the Center for Education and Development of Youth in Belgrade (CEROB) close to 24 million dinars, of which 17.7 million went toward projects that were awarded through public tenders for youth entrepreneurship development and employment. according to BIRN, the majority of this money was given to CEROB in Ministry of Youth and Sports competitions. Based on information from the previously mentioned database, CEROB's earnings from public tenders in 2021 were only 7.1 million dinars, although the financial report indicates that the organization's donations brought in over 12 million dinars during that same year. Furthermore, the research network's writing indicates that the Agency for Economic Registers' database does not have the CEROB financial report for 2022.

[bookmark: _Hlk158061340]12. Having all the above-mentioned in mind, the Committee is urged to recommend the State party the following:

· Drafting a new Law on Youth and amending the Rulebook on financing and co-financing of public interest programs and projects in the youth sector.

· Enabling the initiation of the first-instance appeal procedure in front of the Ministry of Tourism and Youth after the announcement of the results of the competition;

IV FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY OF YOUTH 

13. [bookmark: _Hlk158053825]After the elections, we witnessed additional pressure on young people and students who peacefully expressed their dissatisfaction with the electoral process. As a result, there were clear breaches of their security, including the improper use of biometric documents' personal information, disproportionate force by police, and biased and unethical media coverage. Young people become even more distrustful of institutions as a result of the way they are treated and behaved with, which forces them to use the extra-institutional avenue of peaceful protest—which is protected by the Constitution—to demand their fundamental rights and liberties.

14. The "Three Freedoms" platform study indicated that as of November 2023, 119 occurrences of violations of human rights and basic freedoms of activists were registered. CRTA's research indicates that there were over 100 attacks and intimidations of activists in Serbia last year. The common belief that activists are betraying their communities and are only in it for selfish gain is one of the primary causes of this. All of this led to the fact that 92% of activists have at least one psychological difficulty (Research "Do you hear? Do you feel?“).

15. Having all the above-mentioned in mind, the Committee is urged to recommend the State party the following:

· State authorities must uphold and facilitate youths' freedom of peaceful assembly following domestic regulations and international standards.
•  State authorities must make sure that all citizens, including youth, are treated equally under the Law on Public Assembly, regardless of their political beliefs. This includes youth from especially vulnerable groups, such as the LGBTI community.
• The Law on Public Assembly's imprecise definition of spontaneous assembly frequently results in abuses and misdemeanor prosecution of young activists; therefore, this regulation must be amended to safeguard spontaneous meetings.
• Not only should state authorities abstain from intimidating activists and young people who participate in peaceful protests, but they should also make sure that excessive force by police is not used during protests and that those responsible face proper consequences.
• When youth express their dissatisfaction through nonviolent gatherings, there should be respect for their freedom of assembly, as well as cooperation and communication with them to comprehend their needs and demands as they are manifested through their exercise of this freedom.
• It is necessary to keep up the effort to teach youth the value of freedom of assembly and to inform them of their rights to a peaceful protest as well as their rights if they are deprived of their freedom while participating in the demonstration (the right to freedom and security of the person).


V FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION OF YOUTH 

16. In recent months, the institutions have been careless in handling issues like the persecution of young activists, endangering their safety as well as their fundamental rights to free speech and assembly.

17. The first targeting of young activists occurred last year when they staged a public protest in response to the tragic events at the "Vladislav Ribnikar" elementary school and the large-scale shootings in Dubona and Malo Orašje. However, young activists were subjected to ongoing attacks in public by certain state representatives because they were exercising their civil right to freedom of expression, while the entire society dealt with addressing violence and making sure that tragic incidents would not happen again. The peak of institutional verbal violence directed towards young activists occurred on June 29, in the National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia. At that time, Minister of State Administration and Local Self-Government, Aleksandar Martinović, continued the targeting of Pavle Cicvarić, a full-time student at the Faculty of Political Sciences in Belgrade, an activist, which had started a few days earlier. The safety of a young person and his family has been compromised by this practice of political reckoning with dissenters.

18. On the August 15 2023 a menacing graffiti, stretching up to five meters in length, featuring the complete name of Sofija Todorovic, Programme Director of Youth Initiative for Human Rights – Serbia (YIHR Serbia), appeared on the facade of a building in the small Borca neighbourhood of Belgrade where she lives. The graffiti, displaying her name and surname alongside derogatory language, is accompanied by the conspicuous letter "Z," that symbolizes support to the Russian aggression against Ukraine and war destruction. This deliberate act of aggression appears to be aimed at silencing human rights advocates in Serbia, particularly those who are vocal about the legacy of wars and who publicly condemn the Russian aggression against Ukraine. In Serbia, activists, journalists, and human rights defenders face persistent threats from both online and offline hooligan and violent far-right groups, in addition to being targeted by political figures and state officials on a recurring basis.  During 2023, YIHR activists reported numerous threats, insults and slurs they have recived via social media through different smear campagins. However, police still didn't react.

19. In February 2023 YIHR office was attacked by a hooligan who vandalized the windows while staff members were in the premises. The attack happened after YIHR’s public activists action of repainting the wall of the public institution where there was an illegal mural calling for military intervention in Kosovo looking directly in the children's playground. The police have been called immediately, but unfortunately YIHR was not provided with any update on the situation.


20. Having all the above-mentioned in mind, the Committee is urged to recommend the State party  the following:

· Ensuring mental health support of youth activists (based on the data provided): It's essential to prioritize mental well-being because youth activists often face high levels of stress, trauma, and emotional strain due to the nature of their work.

· Improving media reporting: Given that youth activists are often depicted in the media as national traitors or individuals solely pursuing personal gain, the government should implement stricter regulations to ensure fair and accurate reporting.

VI RIGHT TO VOTE AND BE ELECTED OF YOUTH& YOUTH PARTICIPATION
21. KOMS carried out the monitoring of the election campaign for the parliamentary and Belgrade elections and followed all the electoral actors who are candidates at the mentioned levels of elections. As in previous years, the election activities of minority lists were not monitored. Main findings were that the total number of young candidates in these elections is 340. Young people will be represented in the National Assembly with a total of 3.60%, although their percentage in the population is 15.76%, and in the electorate around 13%. It should also be emphasized that 5 MPs (Nevena Đurić, Milica Nikolić, Nikola Pantelić, Nataša Mihailović and Pavle Grbović - all born in 1993) will quickly leave the youth category. Also, it is interesting that the highest number of young people in the first half the electoral list had 2 lists that did not get into the parliament (“Čedomir Jovanović – It has to be different” and “People's Party”) and 1 minority list The Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians.

22. One of the primary findings of the annual Alternative Report on the status and needs of youth in the Republic of Serbia for 2023 is that youth lack faith in all of the institutions that were the subject of the investigation. This results in data showing that 54,2% of people do not think they have the ability to change anything through the political system. The average rating of all the institutions under examination is 3, indicating a complete lack of trust and a sense of neglect among the youth. The institutions that are least trusted are the media, political parties, and politicians (President of the Republic, Government of RS, National Assembly). 
23. Only 14% of young people follow local politics, 77% do not belong to any youth-led or youth-oriented organizations, and 90.5% do not participate in political party activism. These statistics show that young people are simply that—young—and that they can often be disinterested in learning about active engagement because they believe they can't bring about change. Merely 15% exhibit curiosity, comprehension, or contemplation regarding policymaking. Developing comprehensive policies and providing high-quality services that meet their needs is impossible if youth or their perspectives and ideas are excluded. Young people are frequently invisible to decision-makers due to the low level of youth participation in decision-making and the absence of sufficient and complementary local data. Young people are often neglected in the official agendas. 

[bookmark: _Hlk158054128]24. Having all the above-mentioned in mind, the Committee is urged to recommend the State party the following:

· Develop specific programs and policies tailored to young people. Establish internal communication teams comprising and led by young individuals to ensure better selection of platforms and communication methods.

· Enhance the capacities of political parties to address youth issues effectively.

· Create a Youth Committee within the Assembly responsible for reviewing all laws directly or indirectly related to youth. This committee should regularly consult with the National Youth Council and other youth policy stakeholders.

· Establish a Youth Caucus within the assembly as an informal body. This caucus would bring together young members of parliament, MPs interested in addressing youth issues, youth representatives from political parties, and civil society organizations. Its goal would be to prioritize the needs and interests of young people in the assembly's agenda.
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