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Executive Summary 

The Protector of Citizens is the National Human Rights Institution (NHRI) in Serbia 
accredited with A-status as in full compliance with the Paris Principles. It also holds the 
mandate of National Preventive Mechanism (NPM) under the Optional Protocol to the 
Convention against Torture. Within its NPM mandate, the Protector of Citizens monitors 
the treatment of migrants and asylum seekers by public authorities by carrying out 
visits at regional border police centers, local police stations, asylum centres, reception 
centres, transit centres, Shelter for Foreigners, institutions for the enforcement of penal 
sanctions, transit zones at international airports, centers for social work, social welfare 
homes, as well as informal places of gathering. Since 2019, the NPM has monitored 
forced returns of migrants to neighboring countries by conducting interviews with 
returnees and overseeing the transport to border crossings and the hand over to the 
neighboring country’s authorities. 

The report presents the findings of the National Preventive Mechanism of the 
Republic of Serbia at the borders with North Macedonia, Bulgaria and Croatia, and at 
international airports, all conducted between the end of 2020 and the first half of 2021.

Returns and violence at the borders
In addition to allegations concerning actions by Serbian authorities, the NPM also 
received reports from violations that would have occurred in neighbouring countries. 
This demonstrates the cross-border nature of human rights violations related to 
migration, and points to difficulties for human rights defenders when monitoring and 
contributing to human rights accountability at borders. The Protector of Citizens and 
the NPM have previously cooperated with the Croatian NHRI and the Ombudsman on 
Bulgaria on the treatment of migrants at borders. The Protector of Citizens believes that 
cross-border cooperation among NHRIs and NPMs is crucial and could be increased. 
Examples of good practices were also documented, with families with children being 
transported from the border to reception centers in Serbia and persons in need of 
medical care being adequately cared for.

The NPM monitored forced removals from the Shelter for Foreigners on the basis 
of readmission agreements with neighboring countries and identified significant 
problems during removal procedures, including lack of interpretation for migrants 
who do not understand English, insufficient access to  legal aid, insufficient access to 
medical care, and impossibility for migrants to report on the risks they would face 
upon refoulement. The NPM recommended to the Serbian Bar Association to form a 
list of lawyers with sufficient knowledge and experience to represent foreigners. Acting 
on the recommendations of the NPM, the Ministry of the Interior is negotiating with 
the Ministry of Health on the presence of a medical team in the Shelter on weekdays 
and has stated its plan to organize and hold seminars and trainings for police 
officers throughout the Republic of Serbia in cooperation with UNHCR, regarding the 
assessment of the fulfillment of conditions for deciding on return in each specific case.

Access to procedures at Borders
The registration of migrants who have expressed intention to seek asylum is mostly 
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performed at local police stations or regional border police centers. The UNHCR is 
regularly present in the centers for the reception and care of migrants and performs 
the needs assessment for each newly arrived migrant. The International Organization 
for Migration (IOM), which implements its Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration 
program, is present on the ground too. However, few of the migrants who enter Serbia 
lodge an application for asylum in the country as most of them attempt to continue 
their journey onto the EU. 

Police officers have received numerous trainings on how to deal with migrants or 
particularly vulnerable groups of migrants. They communicate with them mainly in 
English, and if necessary, translators are hired.

Reception conditions and deprivation of liberty at the borders
The NPM observed deprivation of liberty related to border management at the Shelter 
for Foreigners for those who have been issued a return decision, and at international 
airports for those who have been denied entry. The NPM ascertained that very few 
migrants are detained due to their irregular entry or stay in the country. 

The conditions of detention in the Shelter for Foreigners were found to be satisfactory, 
as it was recently renovated, and will undergo further renovation over the course of 
2021 with the building of a new facility to expand the capacity of the Shelter. In addition, 
the construction of two new shelters on the border with Bulgaria and on the border 
with Romania is mostly complete. 

During the visits at the international airports, the NPM inspected the rooms for 
accommodating foreigners who have been denied entry into the country and 
determined that its previous recommendations on the standards that should be met by 
facilities of this type in terms of material conditions and the regime of stay have been 
acted upon at Constantine the Great Airport and a project for two new larger rooms 
has been presented by the airport operators at Nikola Tesla Airport.

Human Rights Accountability at the Borders
The NPM has detected a certain reluctancy of migrants in bringing in formal 
complaints, as they wish to leave the country as soon as possible. The Protector of 
Citizens along with the Commissariat for Refugees and Migration and NGOs have been 
raising awareness on the possibility of filing complaints to empower migrants to report 
cases of ill-treatment.

The Protector of Citizens has unhindered access to all places where migrants are 
located. There is also unrestricted access to all information on dealing with them, 
including the border procedures. The Protector of Citizens enjoys a high-level of 
cooperation with the competent authorities and regularly receive data on the stay 
of migrants in centres and other places. Representatives of associations representing 
migrants in asylum and other procedures also access the centers and other places 
where migrants are located, but with prior notice.

The NPM recommended to competent authorities to take measures to prevent any 
form of unauthorized expulsion of foreigners from the country in order to ensure that 
all irregular migrants entering the territory of the Republic of Serbia are individually 
identified, registered and subjected to legally prescribed actions and procedures.
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