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Abstract. International migration is a global challenge today. The objective
of this paper is to critically discuss the main contemporary issues of international
migration in Serbia while relying on various statistical data sources and selected
empirical studies. The paper argues that the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic
has sharpened migration-related challenges in Serbia.
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Introduction

The continuous shrinking of Serbia’s population results from negative natural
increase and emigration, so small scope of immigration can not make up for it.
Serbia is a country with a long tradition of emigration. The emigration began with
the liberalization of the emigration policy of Yugoslav authorities at the end of the
1960s and in the 1970s, which enabled a real expansion of external economic
migration international labour migration called “temporary employment abroad”.
Over time, migration patterns and the length of stay of migrants abroad have
changed, together with the educational and economic characteristics of the
emigrants and the leading destination countries of emigrants from Serbia.
Nowadays, global migration trends as well as migration challenges in Serbia, have
become more complex. This has been reflected in heterogenous interaction between
migration, demographic change, human capital, and labour market. The concept of
transnationalism, complexities of migrant interactions with societies, and its’ social
and political implications impose policy challenges that need to be tackled through
effective governance of migration.

Migration challenges in Serbia

Pronounced emigration, small scope of immigration, transit migration,
intensive internal migration in the direction of larger urban centers, refugees, and
internal displacement of the population characterize the migration profile of Serbia.
Serbia has a long tradition of emigration, primarily due to economic reasons.
During the turbulent 1990s of the last century, the population emigrated for
political and security reasons. According to Eurostat data, 49,631 Serbian citizens
were registered as new migrants in the countries of the European Union in 2019.
Well-developed migration networks from previous periods facilitate emigration. In
recent years, transit movements of migrants, mostly illegal border-crossings of
asylum seekers traveling to the countries in the European Union, have been
registered in Serbia. This new complex pattern of migration also indicates the need
for appropriate societal and institutional responses.

The contemporary issues of international migration in the Serbian setting that
we have highlighted: brain drain, emigration of healthcare workers, irregular transit
migration, and temporary and circular migration.

The brain drain phenomenon is widely represented when discussing
emigration from Serbia. In contrast to the emigration flows in the mid-1960s and
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1970s that mostly encompassed unqualified persons, during the 1990s, when
emigration from Serbia was intensified, a large number of highly educated citizens
have left the country. It is estimated that, at that period, up to four hundred
thousand people have left the country, among which there were about thirty
thousand highly educated (Greci¢ 2001). Given the value of the brain drain
indicator in the pillar of labour market efficiency of the Global competitiveness
index (2011-2012), Serbia was ranked 139th out of 142 countries (WEF 2011). The
2011 census data on the occupation of a population of Serbia abroad points to
structural changes that have happened in the last few decades. It manifests in a
significant reduction in the share of farmers and related occupations with an
increase in the share of experts, artists, and engineers (Stankovi¢ 2014, p 78) as the
indication of the brain drain process. The research on student migration that was
conducted in 2018 showed that one-third of students plan to leave Serbia after
finishing school. Of that, 90 percent have the support of their parents for that
decision, while 70 percent count on the help of relatives and friends who live
abroad. Among students who plan to look for better living and working conditions
in other countries, the largest share was of students of information and
communication technologies, and students from the field of medical sciences
(Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia et al. 2018).

In recent years a lot of attention has been given to the phenomenon of
emigration of healthcare workers from Serbia, which affects all Western Balkan
countries. Some of them go abroad on their own while others emigrate given the
mediation of the national employment service in Serbia that collaborates with
German institutions in the employment of healthcare workers from Serbia in this
country. The research findings on the emigration of this population from Western
Balkan countries revealed that the younger healthcare workers are more determined
to migrate in comparision to their older colleagues. They consider that politics has a
major impact on employment and career development. That is why the main
reasons for emigration that were stated by respondents are the lack of opportunities
for professional development, as well as a desire for higher income. When it is
about emigration from Serbia healthcare workers also emphasize dissatisfaction
with the healthcare system in transition, that is without investments and that can not
offer good service for the people but also dissatisfaction with the value system
reflected in the doctor-patient relation. Furthermore, Serbia is characterized by an
over-production of secondary and tertiary educated healthcare workers that results
from inadequate enrollment policies in secondary schools and faculties. This
phenomenon consequently generates into high unemployment rate for those young
people, leading to emigration and human capital loss (Krsti¢, Ljubi¢i¢, 2015).
Moreover, continued emigration of healthcare workers can endanger the
functioning of the healthcare system contributing to reducing the quality of services
as well as reduction of the transfer of knowledge between generations The
consequences of emigration of healthcare workers on the functioning of the
healthcare system in Serbia will come out earlier in case of fields of specialty
practice.

The geographic position of the country is reflected in an increased level of
irregular transit migration that has been noted in Serbia since 2012. Namely,
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Serbia is on the so-called Western Balkan Route (from northern Greece to Western
Europe) that has been one of the leading migratory paths into Europe. In 2015,
Serbia has become one of the main transit countries for asylum seekers heading to
the EU via the Western Balkan Route, which raised numerous humanitarian and
security questions. However, after the record number of arrivals in the European
Union in 2015, the number of illegal border crossings on this route has been falling
steadily. During the second half of 2015 and in the first months of 2016, more than
700,000 persons passed through Serbia. The situation changed in March 2016 after
closing the Western Balkan Route, when the number of asylum seekers decreased
and their stay in Serbia became much longer. Out of a total of 12,935 expressed
intentions for asylum in 2019, only 1.9% of the total number of persons submitted
an asylum application which pointing to the transit character of migration. Of the
total number of asylum applications submitted, about 50 per cent are citizens of
Afghanistan and Pakistan (Government of the Republic of Serbia — GORS, 2019).
Furthermore, the pandemic affected around 4,000 asylum seekers currently present
in the asylum centers in the country, putting reception and protection systems under
additional pressure. Based on the findings from Serbia (Luki¢, 2016) most of those
asylum seekers are unmarried males at peak working age, from countries affected
by war and political turmoil. This migration is a transit migration where, besides
fleeing to safety, economic status, and migration networks have a significant
impact on migration flows. According to this empirical research, the largest number
of respondents have family or friends in a country that they define as a preferred
destination country (Luki¢, 2016). The transnational character of that migration
flows imposes the need for international co-operation, as well as further
development of migration policies at the national and international level.

Temporary and circular labour migration from Serbia was intense, especially in
the late 1960s and early 1970s. They increased again in the early 2010s after EU visa
liberalization, and especially in the last few years (Arandarenko, 2020; Predojevic-
Despi¢ and Penev, 2016). The country mediates in employment abroad since the
transition period via posting workers abroad through bilateral agreements, establishing
long-lasting cooperation with particular receiving countries, etc. More recently private
employment agencies are also intermediaries in foreign employment. However, the
greatest part of temporary and circular labour migrants acquires jobs abroad through
migration networks and personal contacts, and their departure and return are usually
either not registered at all or are not publicly available. The first months of the
COVID-19 pandemic showed that quite a large number of workers from Serbia were
abroad for temporary or seasonal work. The country has organized special flights or
otherwise helped their citizens to return home during the lockdown. According to data
from the border police in Serbia in March and April 2020, more than 400,000 of its
citizens entered the country. The mobility restrictions worldwide and the economic
crises triggered by the pandemic hit hardly those migrants, who mainly work in the
construction, care, and hospitality and catering sector. Furthermore, their future
employment abroad is uncertain.

Conclusion

In coaction with migration networks, modern information and
communications technology have made migration and circular migration easier.
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However, the Covid-19 pandemic is now reshaping migration worldwide.
Likewise, the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic has sharpened migration-related
challenges that Serbian society is facing. Inability to travel affects prospective
migrants from Serbia, as well as asylum seekers transiting through Serbian territory
on their way to the European Union. The need for health services is growing
although migration and labour shortages make health system vulnerable in a
pandemic situation, affecting the availability and quality of health services. As a
new vulnerability group at the labour market the ILO experts point circular and
seasonal labour migrants from Serbia who returned or will be not able to travel for
a while (ILO, 2020).

The influence of the pandemic on the migrants’ mobility and employment
implicates a decrease in remittances from abroad. According to the World Bank
report, global remittances are projected to decline sharply due to the economic
crisis induced by the COVID-19 pandemic and shutdown (WB, 2020). Given that
one in ten households in Serbia receives remittances and that they are mainly used
for local consumption (SORS, 2015), this will greatly affect poor households and
may make new poverty lines in Serbia visible (Mitrovi¢, 2020).

Therefore, it is of great importance to implement an active migration policy,
focused on different categories of migrants. The Serbian government passed the
Economic Migration Strategy of the Republic of Serbia for the 2021-2027 period.
With this document, the government is trying to establish efficient prevention of
emigration of citizens to other countries and encourage the return of professionals
from the diaspora, as well as to create a business and economic environment for the
arrival of foreign experts. The corresponding first action plan for the period 2021-
2023 was adopted. However, the sharpened migration-related challenges posed by
the current Covid-19 pandemic and its’ societal impacts point to the need for a
closer view of these challenges in the light of the changed circumstances. Certainly,
different bilateral agreements between countries of origin and countries of
destination of migrants could also mitigate the impact of Covid-19 on migration.
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Globalization, Privatization and Population Decline in Eastern Europe: The
Case of Serbia

Abstract. In this paper, we provide the first evidence of a link between the
policies of privatization and population decline in FEastern Europe. The
globalization context is an opportune setting to investigate this link. Privatization is
an integral element of transition, a part of globalization, conceptualized and
managed by the World Bank, an international organization of financial capital.

Privatization led to an enormous increase in inequality in the distribution of
wealth and income across the global economy.
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