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In the 4:1 series of the Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade, four researchers 
give a short answer to the same questions concerning international politics and 
economics. Our aim is to launch the scientific debates in Hungary and promote 
dialogue among experts. In this issue, our topic is: “Presidential elections in Serbia – 
domestic and regional implications”.

Tibor ÖrdÖgh

The presidential elections in Serbia took place on 2 April 2017, as the mandate 
of incumbent president Tomislav Nikolić is about to expire. At the end 
of January, Nikolić stated that he enjoyed the full support of the Serbian 

Progressive Party (Srpska napredna stranka, SNS), and he was determined to stand 
for election once again. However, his plan failed as he fell behind expectations 
during the negotiations within his party. This proves that since his resignation from 
the position of the party’s president in 2012, he lost considerable support, and his 
influence has become highly marginalised after his post had been taken over by 
Aleksandar Vučić, the new SNS president and prime minister. When it became 
clear that the head of government was running for office, negotiations within the 
ruling coalition about the support for the candidate began. The image of Vučić, 
which has been built by the media for years, was a crucial factor in his impending 
success. The governing parties lined up behind the candidate one by one and they 
all encouraged their sympathisers to support the candidate. While Aleksandar Vučić 
had the support of nine organisations, the opposition had become rather divided, 
and they failed to nominate a single candidate. In the end, the requirements to run 
for presidency were met by eleven candidates. The opposition’s explanation for the 
failure to reach an agreement was that this would result in having a larger turnout 
of people at the elections.

The campaign was marked by high inequality. The media and all of its outlets 
are highly influenced by politics. Consequently, the most airtime was provided for 
the candidate of the Progressive Party as opposed to the opposition, which had 
a minimal number of opportunities to present themselves and to communicate 
their message to the electorate. Some of the candidates did not have a proper 
programme, and even those who did set forth their goals for governing the country 
failed to specify the role of the head of state. Their campaign was tinged with a 
general vision, lacking any specifics. They went on to pinpoint their aptitude by 
demonstrating their achievements in their professional career, which would confirm 
to their voters that they would implement their future plans. As the president’s 
position does not give such wide range of powers as the candidates suggested, 
they resorted to adding popular messages to their campaigns, taking advantage 
of people’s lack of knowledge of the constitution. According to the State Election 
Commission 54.41 per cent of the eligible voters cast their vote, which gave 55.06 

http://www.kurir.rs/vesti/politika/ekskluzivno-tomislav-nikolic-sns-je-za-mene-100-posto-ja-sam-ih-i-napravio-clanak-2660039
http://www.rik.parlament.gov.rs/latinica/izbori-za-predsednika-republike-2017-lista-kandidata.php
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per cent of the votes to Aleksandar Vučić in the first round, leaving Saša Janković, a 
former ombudsman in second place and satirist Luka Maksimović (fictional name: 
Ljubiša Preletačević Beli) who drew attention to the controversial issues of politics in 
third place with 9.43 per cent of the votes. The opposition contested the cleanness 
of the elections and organised street protests to demonstrate their objections.

The Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians (AVH) asked their supporters to vote for 
Aleksandar Vučić, as he was the most eligible candidate of the government coalition 
for winning the elections – as was stated in the official explanation. The real reason, 
however, could have been the possibility of achieving a better governing position. 
This was the very first time in democratic times that Hungarians did not appoint 
an independent candidate, which was a severe loss both for its symbolic meaning 
and for the demonstration of power. In the Hungarian-populated territories the 
turnout was below the national level. Presumably, the Hungarians did not forget the 
(similar) propaganda language of the Progressives in 1990 (Radicals back then). In 
Zenta/Senta where the Progressives run the local government alongside the AVH in 
coalition, the former ombudsman gained most of the votes.

After the voting European leaders congratulated Vučić on his victory and 
expressed their hope for the country’s progress towards the European integration. 
This is a crucial point as he is the only person at the moment they could possibly 
count on creating stability. The politics between East and West most probably will 
continue until the EU forces Serbia’s leaders to make a choice. The new head of state 
will take office in June. The formation of the government will take place afterwards. 
The assumptions and speculations on who would be the new prime minister have 
already begun.

AleksAndrA Joksimović

The results of the presidential elections in 2017 were decided before the official 
electoral campaign, when the ruling Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) decided 
to support their party president and Prime Minister Aleksandar Vučić as 

their presidential candidate, instead of the current president Tomislav Nikolić. The 
ruling coalition also backed the prime minister. Consequently, bearing in mind the 
percentages that the ruling coalition won last year in the parliamentary elections, 
Vučić had a great advantage to claim a majority in the first round (55.06 per cent).

Vučić also benefited from the difference in the perceptions of foreign policy 
orientation between the two potential SNS candidates. Had Nikolić won, news 
headlines would state that the pro-Russian candidate won the Serbian presidential 
elections. The European integration orientation is Aleksandar Vučić’s predominant 
strategic foreign policy goal, in spite of support of military neutrality and the refusal 
to impose sanctions to Russia. As a candidate, Vučić attracted not only the majority 
of the voters in the first round but undoubtedly enjoyed the support of crucial 

https://vucic.rs/
http://www.sasajankovic.rs/
https://www.biografija.org/politika/luka-maksimovic-ljubisa-preletacevic-beli/
http://www.vmsz.org.rs/hirek/sajtofigyelo/pasztor-racionalis-lepes-hogy-vmsz-vucicot-tamogatja
http://pannonrtv.com/web2/?p=323375
http://www.b92.net/eng/news/politics.php?yyyy=2017&mm=04&dd=03&nav_id=100926
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international officials such as German Chancellor Merkel and Russian President 
Putin, and also received a letter of support from US President Donald Trump.

Uncertainty over the elections was more on the opposition side that did not 
succeed in gathering around one candidate. A substantial number of candidates 
ran with only some or even no party support. Former ombudsman Saša Janković, 
supported by the Democratic Party (Demokratska stranka, DS), positioned himself 
as a potential opposition leader with the respectable result of 16.37 per cent. His 
campaign has shown that DS preserved its network, as a substantial precondition 
for its political struggle. The political future of Janković and DS will depend on their 
ability to take advantage of the result but not to waste it on an internal fight for 
domination.

Vuk Jeremić, former Minister for Foreign Affairs and candidate for UN Secretary 
General, was somewhat of a disappointment (he lost a high percentage of the 
supporters during the campaign), as well as Saša Radulović, leader of the ‘It’s 
enough’ movement, who won the highest score among non-radical opposition 
parties on the previous parliamentary elections, trying to impose himself as the 
leader of the opposition. This time Jeremić ended up in the fourth place with 5.66 
per cent and Radulović only with 1.41 per cent. Hague-indicted Vojislav Šešelj, 
leader of the Serbian Radical Party performed poorly with the result of 4.49 per cent. 
The overall share of votes for the four candidates who were advocating against EU 
integration and turning to Russia was 8.15 per cent.

The surprise of the elections was the comic, anti-political, anti-establishment 
candidate Ljubiša Preletačević Beli (“Fly over White”; the name refers to the 
frequent changes in Serbian political life, and white ballots, protest votes in the 2012 
presidential elections, one of the reasons Boris Tadić, former DS president lost) who 
won the third place with 9.43 per cent of votes with almost no campaign and no 
political programme.

The campaign was more passionate and negative than necessary, bearing the 
near-certainty of the results in mind. The bickering in social media followed global 
campaign trends. However, no substantial irregularity in the electoral process has 
been notified by the relevant international and domestic institutions.

Depending on Vučić’s decision, the next prime minister will be either a political 
appointee (Ivica Dačić, President of Socialist Party of Serbia or Nikola Selaković, 
Vice President of SNS) or one of the non-partisan ministers (Dušan Vujovič, Minister 
of Finance and Ana Brnabić, Minister for Local Government, are mentioned in media 
as potential candidates). No matter who will take over the prime minister’s position 
after 31st May, Vučić will remain the central political figure with a concentration of 
power.

Despite the clear electoral victory, deep societal divisions are notable. A day after 
the elections student protests started all over the biggest cities in Serbia, demanding 
more freedom of speech, rule of law and new parliamentary elections. The capacity 
of these protests will not become clear before (and if) the opposition’s profile and 
determining their priorities in the political sphere. The next political crossroad will be 
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the elections in the City of Belgrade, scheduled for the spring of 2018, but it would 
not be a surprise if early parliamentary elections were called for before the end of 
this year.

In a regional context, Aleksandar Vučić will continue working on regional stability, 
in spite of high amplitudes in relations with Sarajevo and Prishtina. The overall 
stability of the region will depend on the sustainability of the European integration 
process, as well as economic development, which are mutually correlated. If the 
attractiveness of the EU will vanish, the region will become stuck in a historical 
conflict rhetoric that other dominant international actors supported and abused for 
their own interests.

dušAn relJić

It was predictable that Serbian Premier Aleksandar Vučić would win the 
presidential elections on 2nd April. His grip over the media, particularly television, 
his use of all state resources to manipulate the public opinion in his favour, the 

abundance of sycophants in the state apparatus, economy and society depending 
on his favouritism, and the unabashed support of Western leaders who deem him 
the guarantor of stability in the region – these were the key reasons which enabled 
him to score around 55 per cent of the cast votes (with a turnout of also about 55 
per cent).

However, no one predicted that many thousand young people, mostly students, 
would launch daily demonstrations in Belgrade, Novi Sad and about a dozen other 
Serbian cities to protest against what they see to have been rigged elections and 
against what they call the dictatorship of Vučić. They demand fair media coverage, 
action against corruption and organised crime, the creation of jobs, decent wages 
and Vučić’s removal from the political scene. They see in him the main culprit for 
Serbia’s plight as he holds all power. Predictable, though, was the president-elect’s 
reaction: without delay, he lashed out at the protesters, denigrating them to be part 
of a foreign-plotted scenario to destabilise Serbia and abolish democracy. He also 
threateningly points out to the “rising anger” of his supporters against the marchers.

Serbia is presently experiencing a re-run of the uprising of the urban, young, 
well-educated and liberal minority in the society against populist, corrupt and 
authoritarian right-wing rule. On previous occasions in 1992, 1997 and 2000, Vučić 
was in the second echelon of power, an overzealous follower of the then autocrat, 
Slobodan Milošević. Now, Vučić is the Caliph instead of the Caliph and he is fighting 
against the most serious challenge to his overbearing rule since he established it de 
facto in 2012. The dozen years of nascent democracy since the ousting of Milošević 
in October 2000 had thus ended. In this period, liberal post-authoritarian political 
leaders in Serbia, foremost Boris Tadić of the Democratic Party, had failed to curb 
corruption, establish economic growth, improve living conditions and come to an 
agreement with the West on how to deal with the secession of Kosovo’s Albanians.
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Today, the majority of the society is waiting for the outcome of the protests, 
as always. Serbia, according to official statistics, rates among the most deprived 
countries in Europe with 25 per cent of the population living in poverty and a further 
40 percent threatened by it. It has also one of the oldest populations in Europe 
and the annual demographic loss is about 35,000 – this is, without migration, the 
difference between the dead and the new-born in the country. And migration there 
is: together with their brethren from other parts of former Yugoslavia and southeast 
Europe, young and well-educated Serbs make every effort to obtain jobs in Austria, 
Germany and other western European countries as well as overseas.

Migration is driven by the conclusion that in Serbia, in their lifetimes, even if they 
find a job (half of the young are unemployed) they will never achieve a comparable 
income and standard of living as their cohort in core EU countries. The World 
Bank confirms this: if Serbia had an annual GDP growth rate of 5-6 per cent, the 
country would catch-up with the EU average in 20-30 years. The actual growth 
rate, after almost a decade of stagnation, is presently 2-3 per cent. Moreover, there 
is rampant inequality in the society as well as barely veiled corruption, crime and 
a culture of impunity among high-level officials. (What particularly infuriates the 
young protestors in Serbia is the fact that a number of high-ranking officials close 
to Vučić were exposed to have copied their academic theses from other people or 
even bought their university diplomas – without any sanctions.)

It would be a huge surprise if the president-elect would accept a political 
dialogue with the younger generation, the intellectuals, the laid-off workers and 
other sections of the society who feel marginalised and void of hope. He will most 
probably wait to see if the protesters will become tired and give up. Violence against 
the protesters is presently not an option as it would tarnish his image of the reform-
minded partner of the West. Whatever the outcome of the new Serbian spring, the 
EU and the Western leaders are certainly aware which side in this conflict stands 
for democracy and liberty. However, up to now, their preference was stabilitocracy 
in the Western Balkans.

AnnA orosz

Since the fall of Slobodan Milošević, this was the first time that presidential 
elections brought final results in a single round. Aleksandar Vučić, the shared 
candidate of the Serbian Progressive Party and the government coalition easily 

won more than 50 per cent of the votes, leaving no chance to the other candidates. 
Consequently, he will take the president’s position from Tomislav Nikolić from June. 
As the president has a rather formal, representational role in Serbia, some even 
argued that Vučić’s role as prime minister was sacrificed. However, this argument 
seems to be really weak as it is not without precedent that the president determined 
the political decision-making direction in Serbia: Boris Tadić, former president from 

http://www.suedosteuropa.uni-graz.at/de/news/2017/crisis-democracy-western-balkans-authoritarianism-and-eu-stabilitocracy
http://www.suedosteuropa.uni-graz.at/de/news/2017/crisis-democracy-western-balkans-authoritarianism-and-eu-stabilitocracy
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the Democratic Party between 2008 and 2012, also had a great leverage on the 
government’s actions. Furthermore, Vučić enjoys a much stronger and more stable 
public support than Tadić during his time and the government parties are also aware 
of their dependence on the prime minister.

Beyond the great public support, Vučić could also showcase the support of the 
major international actors, including Germany, Russia and the United States. Though 
a former radical and ultranationalist, Aleksandar Vučić successfully convinced his 
Western partners that he could ensure stability and security in the Western Balkans 
and can keep Serbia on the European track. He achieved this by benefiting from 
being the pro-Western ‘good cop’ while Nikolić and the minister for foreign affairs 
were the ‘bad cops’ who represented the more pro-Russian wing of Serbian foreign 
policy. The strategy was successful so far. German Chancellor Angela Merkel and 
high-level EU officials (Donald Tusk and Jean-Claude Juncker) welcomed the 
results of the presidential elections and congratulated Vučić despite the fact that 
the freedom of the press and expression was widely hindered. His position did not 
cause a total break-up with Moscow either, which still provides him with enough 
manoeuvring space.

From a regional perspective, Aleksandar Vučić could deliver results in promoting 
regional cooperation, if he really wants to sustain the image of the Serbian guarantor 
for regional stability and peace. He has already taken important steps to strengthen 
this view. Mutual visits with Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama in 2014 and 2015 had 
symbolic importance as no similar meeting had taken place since 1947. He also 
attended the commemoration in Srebrenica in 2015, though he had to leave before 
its end because of the incident against him. Despite the occasional tension with 
the Bosniak leadership, he also took a careful standpoint related to the referendum 
on the debated Day of Republika Srpska initiated by Milorad Dodik, the president 
of Republika Srpska in Bosnia, and negotiated cooperation opportunities with 
state-level representatives of Bosnia and Herzegovina. In his speech after the first 
unofficial results were published, Vučić expressed his gratitude to the Bosniaks 
and Hungarians living in Serbia for their support, which further confirms his efforts 
to surpass former conflicts. Relations with Hungary went through significant 
development both in political and economic terms in the last few years too. Though 
implementation is slow, some moderate results have been realised in the Belgrade–
Prishtina dialogue as well. Vučić also played a constructive role in easing tensions 
between Serbia and Croatia in many cases. The Hungarian, Bosnian and Croatian 
state and government representatives congratulated the president-elect among the 
firsts. Prime Minister Andrej Plenković and his Serbian counterpart met a day after 
on an economy fair in Mostar where they also discussed economic issues. Vučić 
even expressed readiness to support surviving Agrokor, the biggest Croatian private 
company facing serious financial problems and bankruptcy. Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s congratulations also reached Vučić in Mostar, which was 
quite awkward in the eyes of the Bosniak political elites.
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So it seems that leaders in the international arena are satisfied with the new 
president-elect. The highest expectations are clearly on the side of the European 
Union. The European leaders might expect that the new president will be their 
‘strongman’ who will further push his country toward the European Union, distance 
it from Russia, and accept further compromises regarding Kosovo. None of these 
is impossible but the question is the price. Serbia is still far from the end of the EU 
accession process. Making Vučić fully engage Serbia with the West requires high 
political compromises with and economic investments in Serbia by the EU as it is 
unlikely that Serbia could or wants to pay the price of giving up its limbo foreign 
policy on its own. Particularly, should the accession process lose credibility, the EU 
might face a troubled situation such as in Macedonia.




