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Abstract

This article reviews the initial experiences of Covid-19 in Serbia in the context of
other pandemics during the 20th century. The author reviews the data on life ex-
pectancy, with a particular eye on the air pollution from which Belgrade suffers
particularly badly and which had reached unprecedented levels immediately prior
to Covid-19, as well as the pandemic’s initial impact on mortality and on key life
events including marriages and divorces. The main focus is human life and work,
as well as the consequences for the economy, and the author reports in detail
the response of the government of Serbia in terms of the declaration of the state
of emergency as well as the measures set out to mitigate Covid-19’s economic
impact. She concludes from prior experience that the Covid-19 pandemic will,
one day, be stopped but that what remains as an open question is the conse-
quences it will leave behind across all segments of human activity. Nevertheless,
what is quite certain is that, after the pandemic has taken its toll, it will have left
the Republic of Serbia with additional credit indebtedness in the long run.

Keywords: Serbia, Covid-19, economic growth, air pollution, mortality, public
debt

Introduction

The twentieth century could be considered the most destructive period of civilisa‐
tion for several reasons. During this century, two world wars were fought as were
hundreds of other smaller wars, among the last of which was the bloody collapse of
Yugoslavia which culminated, in this century, in the war in Kosovo and the Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia being bombed by NATO in 1999.

The wars of the 20th century not only resulted in human casualties1 but also the
collapse of economic systems and the recomposition of geopolitical forces among
nations and states. After World War I, certain international organisations were creat‐
ed whose influence did not, however, have sufficient strength to shape the new world
in which nationalism, protectionism and economic crisis grew. After World War II,
there was greater co-operation and internationalisation at a global level via the IMF
and the Bretton Woods system, the Marshall Plan, the UN, the Agreement on Cus‐

1 For the First World War, over 37 million victims – more than 15 million dead and 22 million
wounded – while for the Second World War, the data range from 56 million dead to up to 85
million.
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toms and Trade, etc. New geopolitical relations were formed while, at the end of the
20th century, the processes of globalisation and expansion of information technolo‐
gies heralded a new future in the 21st century.

However, these significant and well-known events have put themselves in hu‐
manity’s collective consciousness in front of some other events that left lasting con‐
sequences for people. These are the 20th century pandemics that, between them, had
a more disastrous impact than the suffering brought by both world wars. It has been
shown that these pandemics, in addition to affecting human health directly, have a
greater or lesser impact also on economic and geopolitical trends both at global level
and at the level of certain regions and sovereign states.

In this same vein, the Covid-19 pandemic is, probably, permanently changing the
world as we know it. Its presence is having a huge impact on all countries and people
of the world, including the Republic of Serbia whose citizens, economy and credit
indebtedness are the focus of this article.

The scale of pandemics, epidemics and other events of consequence for human
health

The 1918-1920 influenza pandemic – so-called ‘Spanish flu’ – is considered the
most deadly disease to affect the world: no war, famine or other tragic event in the
history of civilization has caused so many human deaths in such a short period. It is
commonly regarded that this pandemic caused the death of 21.5 million people, with
recent studies estimating that number at 50 and even up to 100 million: one-third of
the world’s population at that time, about 500 million people, were infected and had
visible signs of the disease (Cvetnić and Savić 2018).

Influenza had the character of a pandemic on several occasions during the 20th
century including ‘Asian flu’ (1957-1958) and ‘Hong Kong flu’ (1968). In the 21st
century, the world was threatened by bird flu in 2003 and swine flu in 2009.

In addition to the major flu epidemics, humanity has been threatened by other in‐
fectious diseases. Collective consciousness in the Balkans recalls very clearly, for ex‐
ample, the great epidemic of the 20th century Variola Vera, the smallpox epidemic
which struck in 1972 (Bura 2012; Vučković 1981).

A modern, less infectious disease is the HIV virus and AIDS, which has infected
a total of about 60 million people and from whose AIDS-related complications about
25 million people have died. In 2018, some 770,000 people died from AIDS-related
diseases and it is estimated that, in 2019, about 38 million people across the globe
were living with HIV.

In addition, diseases that today have a high mortality rate are cancer and obesity.
The number of people suffering from malignant diseases as a result of obesity is con‐
stantly increasing: in 2015, some 15.2 million people fell ill and 8.9 million people
died as a result of obesity; figures that are expected to rise by 2035 to respectively 24
million and 14.6 million (Matovina-Brko 2020).

Modern science is bringing a growing trend of the rate of certain diseases into a
cause-and-effect relationship with the increasing pollution of nature. For example, it
is estimated that, at global level during 2016, as many as 4.2 million people died of
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heart, blood vessel and respiratory diseases due to poor air quality (Ministry of Envi‐
ronmental Protection 2019b). According to World Bank data, it can be noticed that
the population of central and eastern Europe has shorter life expectancy than the pop‐
ulation of western Europe and that the gap is growing (Murthi 2015). According to a
United Nations report published in the summer of 2019, air pollution in the western
Balkans exceeds the legally permitted health norms by up to five times – the reason
why citizens of the western Balkans live, on average, 1.3 years shorter in as many as
19 cities (UNEP 2019).

Figure 1 – Life expectancy of the population, selected European countries

Source: World Bank data, drawn down on 15 October 2020.

Air quality and road traffic in Serbia prior to the Covid-19 pandemic

On 17 January 2020, the government of the Republic of Serbia formed a working
group targeted at the systemic solution of issues in the field of air pollution protec‐
tion (Ministry of Environmental Protection 2017, 2018, 2019a; Official Gazette
4/2020); and then, at its session on 12 March, adopted a Decree subsidising the pur‐
chase of new electric vehicles (Official Gazette 27/2020). Previous research had
identified heat and electricity production processes (the burning of fossil and other
fuels), industrial processes and road traffic as the main causes of air pollution in the
Republic of Serbia (Besermenji 2007; Đorđević 2018), but the 12 March decision in‐
dicates that the Serbian government was focusing on the cause-and-effect relation‐
ship between air pollution and road traffic.
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Just three days later, however, in order to suppress the Covid-19 epidemic, a state
of emergency was introduced in Serbia which, among other things, included the in‐
troduction of a curfew and an absolute ban on movement. Although it was to be ex‐
pected that air quality would improve due to the stoppage of traffic in Belgrade, on
27 March, Belgrade nevertheless broke into first place on IQAir’s list of ‘the most
polluted cities in the world’. Serbia’s media all reported that, due to air quality, seri‐
ous health problems could be expected in healthy people and in vulnerable groups of
the population: the elderly; children; and people with heart and lung diseases. The
recommendation for the entire population was:

Avoid all physical activities in the outdoor environment, shorten stays in the open air and
redirect the performance of normal activities indoors until the air quality improves. (Danas,
15 October 2020)

In anticipation of the results of a detailed analysis of air quality measurements in
Belgrade for 2020 (to be published in the Yearbook of SEPA, the Serbian Environ‐
mental Protection Agency), as well as the conclusions of SEPA’s professional scien‐
tists regarding the causal relationship between air quality and the emission of harm‐
ful substances, it is likely that the citizens of Belgrade could thus feel real benefit (in
addition to stopping the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic) from the state of emer‐
gency as well as from the traffic ban. The latter also saw benefits in terms of the re‐
duction in the level of noise pollution which had exceeded permitted values in 2017,
2018 and 2019 (Petrović 2018: 46; Petrović 2019: 44; Petrović 2020: 9).

Additionally, as a consequence of the ban on movement, it was expected that
there would be a smaller number of deaths caused by traffic accidents; this was in‐
deed confirmed later by official statistics.

Mortality and social statistics during the Covid-19 pandemic

Results of water, air and soil monitoring in the Republic of Serbia in the period
2005-2019, as reported annually by SEPA, indicate the possible risks to human
health and mortality but the effects of air pollution, especially in Belgrade in March
2020, is now entering an unknown scenario given the outbreak of the Covid-19 pan‐
demic. Scientific recommendations regarding air pollution had been aimed equally at
banning outdoor trips and movement in general, and mortality statistics clearly indi‐
cate that, for the first three months of 2020, 1,381 fewer people died in Serbia than in
the same period of 2019 (Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia (2020d). Ac‐
cording to the same statistics, however, the number of deaths in April 2020 exceeded
the number of deaths in the same month in 2019, while the same was true (and much
more so) in June, July and August – see Figure 2. Given the unprecedented level of
air pollution at the end of March, it is possible that some of the consequences of this
pollution were reflected through the mortality rate in April 2020.
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Figure 2 – Deaths in the Republic of Serbia, January-August 2019-2020

Source: Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia (2020d)

The mortality rate for the first three months of 2020 was lower compared to the
same period in 2019 but it is likely that, by the end of 2020, the population mortality
rate in Serbia, for reasons which cannot be attributed to the Covid-19 pandemic, will
be higher than at the end of 2019. The point is that, in Serbia, the generation of peo‐
ple born after World War II and in the 1950s is dominant; it is this generation that
has now entered the ‘third age’ which will inevitably cause the number of deaths to
be higher in the coming years. Special attention should be made that this generation
was at an increased risk of other diseases due to the introduction of the state of emer‐
gency, the ban on movement and the transformation of health institutions (hospitals,
clinics and dispensaries) into Covid-19 hospitals and centres. Serbia is, already,
among the top ten countries in the world in terms of the number of deaths from car‐
diovascular diseases and malignant tumours (Marinković 2012; Marinković and
Radivojević 2016).

The state of emergency declared due to the Covid-19 pandemic has significantly
affected all segments of life in Serbia – something that is also confirmed by data re‐
lated to divorces and marriages for the periods January-June 2019 and January-June
2020, as Figure 3 shows:
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Figure 3 – Marriages and divorces in the Republic of Serbia, January-June,
2019-2020

Source: Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia (2020c)

Impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on human life and work in the Republic of
Serbia

In order to make the country functional under the conditions of the state of emer‐
gency, a number of regulations (decisions, decrees and orders) have been adopted in
Serbia at government level regarding the prevention of the spread of Covid-19.2 The
entire education system has been urgently reoriented to online teaching (Official
Gazette 30/2020) while art has moved from the real framework of theatres, exhibi‐
tion spaces and concert halls to the virtual world.

During the state of emergency, the internet became a key factor in everyday life,
with employees whose jobs are related to the use of modern information technology
able to perform their jobs at home (Official Gazette 30/2020). However, what must
be pointed out is that not all jobs may be done through modern technologies, while
not all households in Serbia are connected to the internet. According to research, in
2018, 72.9 per cent of households had an internet connection, an increase of 4.9 per
cent percentage points compared to 2017 (Kovačević et al. 2018). In 2019, this had

2 See the list which, as of February 2021, is regularly updated at: https://www.paragraf.rs/svi-pr
opisi-uputstva-za-sprecavanje-sirenja-korona-virusa-covid-19.html.
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risen to 80.1 per cent (Kovačević et al. 2019) and, in 2020, to 81 per cent (Kovačević
et al. 2020). Between 2017 and 2020 there was thus a noticeable increase in the per‐
centage of households having the internet but, in 2020, 19 per cent of households
still did not. Children from households that did not have access to the internet during
this time could not attend regular classes in primary and secondary schools, while the
same is true for those in higher education institutions. Similarly, households that do
not have the internet could not access the ability to work from home and neither
could they use other services, for example being able to follow cultural programmes
(theatres, exhibitions, concerts, libraries).

Why do households not have access to the internet? Is it because they do not have
the necessary knowledge and skills in the use of information technology, or is it be‐
cause they cannot afford it? According to official data, the at risk of poverty rate in
2019 was 23.2 per cent (compared to 2018, it is lower by 1.1 percentage points);
while the rate of risk of poverty or social exclusion was 31.7 per cent (a drop of 2.6
percentage points on the 2018 data) (Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia
2020e). Eurostat classifies the Republic of Serbia, along with Northern Macedonia,
Turkey and Romania, as a country with a very high risk of poverty (Eurostat 2020)
with percentages that are higher than those published domestically.

We don’t know the impact of the pandemic on the percentage of the population at
risk of poverty, but the Covid-19 pandemic certainly threatens to have much wider
consequences for the Serbian economy than the health of the population alone.

The economy in the Republic of Serbia from the 2008 economic crisis to the
Covid-19 pandemic

Data on the employment rate in Serbia in the period 2008-2019 indicate a slight
level of change which, from the initial year, shows a downwards trend during the
first part of this period, a consequence of the economic crisis in 2009.3 The slight
decline in the employment rate is, however, not proportional to the oscillations ob‐
served in Gross Domestic Product, especially in 2009 when a decline in GDP of 2.7
per cent was recorded. In 2012, the decline was 0.7 per cent and, in 2014, there was a
1.6 per cent drop (National Bank of Serbia 2020: 118). From 2015 to 2019, however,
employment growth was noticeable while, in the same period, the Gross Domestic
Product curve is characterised by sharp changes albeit all in the area of growth.

3 The following analysis is based on data published in the Statistical Bulletin of the National
Bank of Serbia (National Bank of Serbia 2020: 124). The data refer to the number of employ‐
ees of legal entities and entrepreneurs, excluding registered individual farmers. Only active
unemployed people are counted, not all those who are registered with the National Employ‐
ment Service.
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Figure 4 – Employment in the Republic of Serbia in the period 2008-2019 (000,
average)

Source: National Bank of Serbia (2020)
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Chart 5 – GDP of the Republic Serbia, 2006-2019

Source: National Bank of Serbia (2020)

The foreign trade balance of Serbia was constantly in deficit between 2015 and
2019. Proportionately speaking, the foreign trade balance was highest in 2016.

Table 1 – Foreign trade balance of the Republic of Serbia, 2015-2019 ($m)

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Exports 13,376 14,883 16,997 19,239 19,630

Imports 17,875 18,899 21,921 25,883 26,730

Deficit -4,499 -4,016 -4,923 -6,644 -7,101

Coverage of imports by
exports (%)

74.8 78.8 77.5 74.3 73.4

Source: Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia (2020f)

A comparative review of employment in Serbia for the periods January-July 2019
and the same period in 2020 indicates a fairly stable relationship in the labour mar‐
ket, regardless of the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, with neither employment nor
unemployment showing any significant changes. Such a result stems from the activi‐
ties of the government which, through a series of measures adopted during the state
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of emergency and after its abolition, sought to mitigate the negative consequences of
the pandemic and preserve economic stability (Official Gazette, various, as listed in
the References).

Figure 6 – Overview of employment and unemployment in the Republic of Ser‐
bia, January-July, 2019-2020 (000, average)

Source: National Bank of Serbia (2020)

The Republic of Serbia took on the payment of the March monthly net minimum
wage (30,367 dinars – c. €259) for all employees in micro, small and medium enter‐
prises and of entrepreneurs for a period of three months as long as the employer did
not reduce the number of employees by more than 10 per cent in the period between
15 March (when the state of emergency was introduced) and 10 April. Large com‐
panies were entitled to subsidies of 50 per cent of the net minimum wage for em‐
ployees put temporarily out of work. Additionally, companies were allowed to post‐
pone tax payments for March, April and June, with the possibility of repayment in 24
monthly instalments starting in 2021, although companies in the financial sector
(banks and insurance companies) were not entitled to support via this measure.

Additionally, a capital credit line was extended for micro enterprises, SMEs and
entrepreneurs amounting to 24 billion dinars with a grace period of twelve months, a
repayment period of 36 months and an interest rate of 1 per cent. The condition for
obtaining such a loan was, likewise, that the employer had not reduced the number of
employees by more than 10 per cent since March 15. The state also took on the role
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of providing commercial bank loan guarantees in order to maintain the liquidity and
working capital of micro enterprises, SMEs and entrepreneurs, as well as registered
agricultural holdings. The repayment period for these loans is 36 months, including a
grace period of between nine and twelve months (Official Gazette, various, as listed
in the References).

In the public sector, the salaries of health workers were increased by 10 per cent
(Official Gazette 48/2020). Furthermore, one-off support of 11,759 dinars (€100) was
paid to each adult citizen (Official Gazette 60/2020).

However, despite all the efforts to reduce the negative effects of the pandemic,
economic activity in Serbia dropped significantly in the early days, with industrial
production decreasing in April by 16.6 per cent and in May by 9.3 per cent. Retail
sales fell by 18.6 per cent in April while the tourism sector experienced a record de‐
cline of 97.9 per cent in April and 87.6 per cent in May. Foreign trade also saw a
significant decline, falling by 28.2 per cent in April and 26.4 per cent in May (Statis‐
tical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2020a, 2020b).

Along with the decline in economic activity, what is additionally burdening Ser‐
bia is the level of state support made to reduce the negative impacts. This was not
financed from within the economy but from international credit (Official Gazette
52/2020). Serbia received a loan of $100m from the World Bank on 26 May while
previously approved credit funds ($70m) under the name of the Disaster Risk Man‐
agement Project were also drawn down from the same source. How these newly in‐
curred liabilities will affect public debt remains to be seen. What is clear is that pub‐
lic debt has increased. According to the Public Debt Administration, the public debt
balance amounted at the end of 2018 to €23.3bn, rising by the end of 2019 to
€24.5bn. The estimated number of inhabitants of Serbia in 2019 was 6.95m, which
would mean that each inhabitant is indebted to the tune of €3,531.

We will know how much the Covid-19 pandemic has increased the public debt
after the end of the pandemic; but what is already quite certain is that the poor will
be even poorer and that a poverty pandemic is yet to come.

Conclusions

The first case of Covid-19 in Serbia was registered on 6 March 2020. This was
followed by various government orders seeking to control the spread of the virus, in‐
cluding the introduction of a curfew, restrictions on movement, the closure of
schools, a ban on gatherings, etc. culminating in the declaration of the state of emer‐
gency on 15 March. The mitigation of the rigorous measures began on 21 April 21
while the state of emergency was lifted on 6 May although various restrictions re‐
mained in force.

From 5 June, life returned to normal and, on 10 June, a football match was
played in Belgrade at which 25,000 people gathered. Parliamentary elections were
held on 21 June and, just a few days later, the number of new Covid-19 cases began
to grow again. As of 1 July, the mandatory use of masks was re-introduced in public
places and on transportation and, on 7 July, the President announced the possibility
of reintroducing curfews. This provoked protests from citizens, especially in Bel‐
grade although this was where the number of new infections had drastically in‐
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creased. In September, the epidemic again began to subside and a large number of
citizens used this time to go on vacation outside the borders of Serbia, forcing the
government to adopt new measures, with October bringing a new wave of infections.

Economic recovery depends significantly on how the pandemic will continue to
develop. It is clear that state support in relation to suppressing the negative economic
consequences of the pandemic will affect GDP, especially since these have, for the
most part, been financed by credit. Experience with the pandemics of the twentieth
century suggest that Covid-19 will, one day, be stopped. What remains is the
question of its consequences across all segments of human life and work although
what is quite certain is that, at this point, it will have created additional indebtedness
for the country.
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