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Introduction

1. International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights guarantees many interconnected rights or depend on a healthy environment, such as the right to equality, an adequate standard of living, the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health. By definition, the right to a healthy environment, regardless of its precise formulation, protects the elements of the natural environment that enable a dignified life. It englobes the preservation of fundamental human rights such as the right to life, clean water, food, etc.
 The CESCR, in its General Comment no. 15, expressly confirms that water “is a limited natural resource and a public good fundamental for life and health” and that “the human right to water is indispensable for leading a life in human dignity. ”
 Also, Committee acknowledges that States are obliged to “ensure an adequate supply of safe and potable water and basic sanitation; the prevention and reduction of the population’s exposure to toxic substances such as radiation and harmful chemicals or other detrimental environmental conditions that directly or indirectly impact upon human health.”
 The Committee acknowledges this interconnection between the healthy environment and enjoyment of certain rights guaranteed by the ICESCR.
2. Despite this fact, the Serbian report does not contain any reference this link and does not reveal how much the present situation affects the enjoyment of rights mentioned above. The Human Rights Center, established in 2016 at the Faculty of Law, University of Belgrade, with the aim to conduct research on different human rights aspects, delivers its first alternative report, casting light on this link.  The research was conducted by a group of students (Ana Memeti, Olga Alejandrovna, Marija Zivic, Marija Filipovic, Milica Mihajlica, Milena Stefanovic, Andrej Confalonieri and Petar Mitrovic), under the supervision of prof. Ivana Krstic, the director of the Human Rights Center.
Problems with the implementation

3. The Serbian Constitution guarantees the right to healthy environment in Article 74 (1).
 Furthermore, Serbia enacted many laws that regulate the environment, such as the Law on the Protection of the Environment,
 the Law on the Water, 
 the Law on Integrated Prevention and Control of Environmental Pollution, 
 the Law on Environmental Impact Assessment, 
 the Law on Strategic Environmental Assessment, 
 the Law on Air Protection,
 the Waste Management Law.
 Therefore, a very solid legal framework exists in Serbia.
3. However, Serbia is experiences many delays in preparation of relevant bylaws or plans. For example, in March 2021, the Climate Change Law
 has been adopted, but many provisions of the law refer to by-laws that have not yet been passed. Also, it is worth mentioning that the Republic of Serbia was one of 9 countries to submit a plan for reducing greenhouse gases, which was its obligation under the Paris Agreement. However, while other countries are handing over the second part of the plan today in order to continue the process, Serbia is not fulfilling its international obligation.
 In 2021, Serbia should have developed integrated National energy and climate plan (NECP), translating its commitment to the Green Agenda for the Western Balkans into concrete action, but that still hasn’t happened. In addition, the first draft of the Air Protection Program in the Republic of Serbia with an action plan was presented on the 29th of October 2021 in the form of public consultations. This document enables the application of European legislation in the field of air protection in Serbia,
  but was still not adopted.
4. Serbia has reached different goals regarding the environment,
 but its implementation remains weak. For instance, the proportion of recycled waste in overall waste management has to be higher.
 The competent state organs are not really interested in adopting different strategies that could substantially improve the water sector because those decisions are not made based on the interest of its citizens but in order to meet the minimal requirements for getting accepted in the EU.
 Untreated sewage and wastewaters mainly represent the cause of water pollution. The monitoring, enforcement, and interinstitutional coordination were the main problems found.
 Furthermore, Serbia needs to speed up implementation, including air quality plans, and improve its air quality monitoring system. Serbia has some level of preparation for climate change, but implementation is at a very early stage. In January 2020, the National Plan for the Reduction of Emissions of Major Pollutants from Old Large Combustion Plants (NERP)
 was adopted. The goal of the NERP is to reduce the total annual emissions of sulfur dioxide (SO2), nitrogen oxides (NOx), and bursting matter from old large combustion plants covered by the NERP in order to reach the limit values ​​of emissions prescribed in Part 1 of Annex V of the IED Directive by January 1, 2028. Combustion plants covered by the NERP must comply with the annual maximum emissions, starting from January 1, 2018.
 In March 2021, the Energy Community initiated proceedings against contracting parties that do not implement the National Emission Reduction Plan, including the Republic of Serbia, due to the fact that during 2018 and 2019 they exceeded the maximum emissions prescribed by the NERP.
  These examples clearly show that Serbia accepts different international obligations in this area, but the implementation is still very weak. It will be demonstrated by the rest of the report, which will cover specific topics.
Access to Safe Water
5. Unequal waste removal practices in Serbia disproportionately impact rural and Roma communities, as these groups tend to rely on wells and local waterways that are often exposed to industrial contamination. Under some data, around 22% of the Roma population does not have access to improved water sources, making them especially susceptible to waterborne diseases.
 Also, the latest UN/SIPRU assessment showed that almost 20% of residents of Roma substandard settlement mapped in Serbia have no or irregular access to safe drinking water, while over 55% have no or irregular access to sewer nertworks.
 During the Covid-19 pandemic, 38% of substandard settlement residents do not have direct access to water, while in another 30% of such settlements, 30% of houses are not connected to the water supply network. It is estimated that at least five thousand Roma families or 25,000 Roma men and women, do not have access to water, why among other things, it is difficult to maintain hand hygiene as one of the basic ways to reduce the risk of infection.
 

There is also no comprehensive research on specific barriers to access to water to marginalized groups, such as people with special physical needs, people who rely on different public services, homeless people, children without parental care, elderly, prisoners, refugees, people living in non-sanitary houses). Moreover, there is no study that will show the gender perspective of limited or no access to drinkable water.
Water pollution

6. The main sources of water pollution in Serbia are untreated industrial and municipal wastewater, drainage water from agriculture, leachate and leachate from landfills, as well as pollution-related to river navigation and the operation of thermal power plants.
 Water pollution directly affects the quality of life and health of people. Untreated wastewater from cities, chemicals from agriculture, waste from factories, oil slicks, and combustion products of ship propulsion engines are accumulating today in the Danube River. The four main problems related to water quality along the Danube Basin, identified by the Danube River Basin Management Plan, are organic pollution, nutrient pollution, as well as pollution with hazardous substances, and hydromorphological changes in rivers. In addition, it is necessary to point out the problem of the presence of a large number of unexploded and explosive devices, such as air missiles and anti-tank mines located in the Danube River. Defense and security institutions pay very little attention to the existence of this problem. Hence, there is a real threat in the case of exploitation, radiation, poisoning, and the use of water from the river basins of the Danube and its tributaries.
   

7. Once one of the cleanest rivers in Europe, the Lim river has now been turned into an almost waste channel. Garbage comes both from Prijepolje from landfills and sewers (because there is no wastewater treatment system in Prijepolje) and from Montenegro. In addition, Lim flows through Bosnia and Herzegovina and flows into the Drina, which also has a pollution problem.
 Based on the pictures posted on social networks, a large amount of waste was noticed on the surface of the Lim and Drina rivers. 
  Dangerous substances coming from the Kolubara basin start their journey to central Serbia on the river Kolubara. Trepca across the rivers Gracanka and Sitnica pollutes the Moravian bay, while in eastern Serbia and the Danube, poisons come from the river Pek.
 In any case, more State responsibility is needed to normalize the overall situation. What is certain is that water consumption is growing every year, and pollution is becoming more serious.  

8. By polluting the water, the land that is fed and supplied with water is also contaminated, and in the end, the evaporation of water also pollutes the air. The living and plant world hardly survives in the polluted water, which is indicated by frequent examples of poisoning and the death of large quantities of fish. Also, there is no survival of plant life in polluted water, and with its disappearance, the living world that depends on plant nutrition disappears. Pollution of land also destroys natural plants, fruits, vegetables, and all plants used for human consumption and other living beings, resulting in diseases, epidemics, and pandemics that lead to negative consequences (loss of life).
 

9. Drinking water is one of the most critical problems in the Republic of Serbia. In 2020, according to the Institute of Public Health of Serbia, Dr. Milan Jovanovic Batut, the most polluted drinking water was in Vojvodina, where only 12 of the controlled 43 public waterworks were correct (27.9%). According to another research, more than 730.000 people in Vojvodina are covered by public water systems in which drinking water physical and chemical agents are exceeded.
 Situation is particularly bad in Temerin and Kikinda. 
 However, the worst situation is in Zrenjanin, where, for more than 16 years (since 2004), it has been forbidden to drink faulty water by the decision of sanitary inspection due to the excessive amount of arsenic. Data from non-governmental organizations, which point out the scale of this problem, show that citizens spend more than 20 euros on bottled water. The only source of drinking water for the citizens of Zrenjanin is the eco-fountain with purifiers. Since 2006, several contracts have been signed with different investors in order to improve the quality of the water factory, but the good quality of water has not been attained. In 2021, due to the previous owner's bankruptcy, the sale of the water factory was launched, and the problem of drinking water was transferred to a potential new investor.
    

Rio Tinto Affair

10. The Jadar Valley, known as the most fertile land in Serbia, is one of the most important lithium deposits in the world. Jadarite
 is a mineral found only near Loznica. 
 Although a similar deposit does not exist anywhere in the world, lithium is still obtained from continental saline solutions (Bolivia, Chile, Argentina) or solid rocks - pegmatite (Australia, Russia, Canada, Austria), or both sources (America and China).
 It is estimated that there is enough lithium in the Jadar mine to meet about 10% of the world's demand for this metal. 
 The Australian-British concern Rio Tinto is ready to invest 2.4 billion dollars in constructing the mine in Serbia. According to their data, the mine would produce 56 thousand tons of lithium carbonate a year, and in that way, the concern would remain one of the ten largest lithium producers in the world. For Serbia, lithium deposits mean that more than 2,000 workers would be hired in that way over four years, and that number would increase later.
  

11. However, Rio Tinto itself has left negative consequences for its business in various countries (eg Australia-Madagascar
 and Papua New Guinea
). Therefore, protests are continuously held in Serbia. The Academy of Engineering Sciences of Serbia (AINS) has assessed that the consequences of the "Jadar" project are large-scale because they cause pollution of the river and bring a risk to the security of the water supply in most of Serbia. The Jadar River is often blue, which increases the risk of breaking through the dam and thus spilling millions of tons of hypertoxic waste. The plan envisages that the initial activities after the opening of the mine include the removal of forests on 204 hectares of agricultural land and residential and economic facilities and the endangerment of 145 protected plant and animal species. Rio Tinto denies all these data and promises "large investments in ecology," as well as to "manage water according to the law."
 However, the problem is that State does not provide adequate information to its citizens on the conclusion of business with Rio Tinto and its potential dangers to the environment. 

Small hydropower plants

12.  A study by the Belgrade Faculty of Forestry states that "the concept of building small hydropower plants fundamentally endangers the environmental protection system, biodiversity conservation and stability of fragile ecosystems in hilly and mountainous areas."
  About 110 mini-hydropower plants have been built in Serbia so far, and experts warn that when it reaches 500, it will lose a thousand and a half kilometers of rivers.
 The negative consequences of small hydropower plants are illustrated by examples from the Study of the riverwatch.eu organization that deals with river protection in Europe, within a special environmental master plan for rivers in the Balkans. Examples of negative impacts on rivers, flora, and fauna include SHPP "Pakleštica" on the river Visocica on Stara Planina (70 km from Nis, in southern Serbia) and small hydropower plants on Josanicka and Crnovrska rivers, which are also located in protected areas. Although a nature park, the mountain is planned to build 58 small hydropower plants. The power plant accounts for less than 2% of the total electricity produced in Serbia. Moreover, it costs 10-14 euro cents per kilowatt-hour, 50% more than the electricity produced from conventional sources.

Polluted air

13. Analyzing the report of the Environmental Protection Agency on air quality from 2014 to 2021, the following conclusions can be drawn. Air quality in Belgrade in all years, except 2014, was in the third category. Novi Sad has an air of the first category, except in 2015 when it was of the second category. The city of Nis was in the first category in 2014 and 2016, while from 2017 to 2020, it was in the third category. Air in Smederevo and Kosjerić was in the third category in the observed period, except when the state of air quality could not be assessed due to insufficient implementation of measurements. Pancevo was always in the third category, except in 2014 and 2016 when it was in the first category. Due to the work of smelter and the sulfuric acid factory in the city of Bor, there are particles of sulfur dioxide, nickel, lead, arsenic, and mercury in the air, above the allowed limit.

14.  The scope of pollution measurements was constantly decreasing so that from 2014 to 2018, most of the data from air quality measurement stations were unusable. For this reason, some cities are marked as unpolluted, while experts believe that it is possible to get an accurate picture of pollution only when all the stations are working.
 According to the research of the Swiss company IQair for 2020, the Republic of Serbia was in the 28th place of the most polluted countries on a global level. Among the ten most polluted cities globally, the third position is occupied by Valjevo and the sixth by Kosjerić. The concentration of PM2.5 particles in Serbia is currently 4.9 times above the average annual value prescribed by the World Health Organization.
 It is also worth mentioning that in the past year, on several occasions, Belgrade had the highest pollution rate in the world: November 3, 2020; February 25, 2021; April 18, 2021; October 17, 2021; October 19, 2021; and October 28, 2021.
15.  The primary sources of external air pollution in Serbia are the energy sector (thermal power plants, heating plants, and individual furnaces), the transport sector, landfills, and industrial activities (refinery, oil, chemical industry, mining, and metal processing and construction industry). Specific documented sources of air pollution include the petrochemical industrial complex in Pancevo and Novi Sad, cement plants in Popovac, Kosjeric, and Beocin, chemical plants, and metallurgical complexes in Smederevo, Sevojno, and Bor, thermal power plants in Obrenovac, Lazarevac and Kostolac, etc. As a result, pollution significantly contributes to the increase in the number of patients and premature deaths in Serbia, with a substantially higher percentage of premature deaths due to pollution than most countries in the European Union. 
  

16. Ten thermal power plants that pollute the most in Europe are positioned in Serbia. The biggest polluters of sulfur dioxide in Serbia are Kostolac and Nikola Tesla.
 Although harmful substances in Kostolac are emitted up to 5 times the allowed limit, Serbia continues to invest in dirty lignite as a source of energy. 
 In 2020, information appeared in the public that clay is burned instead of coal in thermal power plants in the Republic of Serbia. Elektro - distribucija Srbije denied the same information. The comparison concludes that 15,000 people die every year from air pollution in Serbia, while about 2,500 deaths a year are attributed to thermal power plants.
 The Government of the Republic of Serbia denies that the city of Belgrade is one of the most polluted cities in the world. It is said that there is a problem and that it is being actively worked on, but there are no results that confirm that. 
  
The afforestation

17. About 25% of the Republic of Serbia is under forests, in Central Serbia about 33%, and in Vojvodina 5%. In the EU, this percentage is 45%, while some countries, such as Bhutan, guarantee 60% of the afforestation of their territory by the Constitution. From these facts, it can be concluded that Serbia has a problem with afforestation.
  Every year, there are various incidents related to the destruction of forest areas. There have been many examples of the destruction of forests in recent years, but only two cases will be mentioned.
18. In 2017, the decision was adopted to build the Gondola at the Belgrade Fortress, a historical site of the capital. For such an endeavor, it was necessary to cut down more than 150 healthy trees near Ušće. Although the Administrative Court ruled in 2019 that the work on Kalemegdan could have "irreparable consequences for cultural property and the environment",
 it did not affect the work of the executive. And it is certain that in this way, the Belgrade Fortress is placed on the list of the seven most endangered monuments in Europe.
 On February 12, 2021, the Administrative Court issued a decision revoking the building permit for the preparatory works for constructing the gondola station on Kalemegdan.

19. Another example is the possible destruction of almost 35 hectares of forest and green areas in Kosutnjak Park. It is part of the plan of Avala studios d.o.o. in order to build residential and business facilities in that area and enable the development of the film industry in Serbia, with even the Government of Serbia declaring this project of national importance.
 Environmental protests on this topic were held in order to prevent the destruction of forests, rivers, water and air. 

Waste management

20. Currently, there are 164 officially registered landfills on the territory of Serbia and an unknown number of so-called wild ones (non-sanitary).
 As for sanitary landfills, 72% are being covered, most often with the ground or some other material, 7.3% of landfills are located at distances less than 100m from settlements, which indicates that the habitants are vulnerable to the pollution emitted from the landfills. In comparison, most (45%) landfills are located at the distance of more than 1000m from settlements.
 Furthermore, 6.7% of landfills are located at distances less than 500m from water supply zones, and another 46% are located at distances ranging from 1000m to 5000m.
 

21. According to the Environmental Protection Agency, water supply can be found at only 25 landfills, fire-fighting equipment at 33, leachate treatment is performed at 7, disinfection, pest control, and rodent control at 56, protection measures against waste dispersion by wind at 47, chemical and physical treatment is carried out only at one landfill, while conditioning at 3.
 The largest number of landfills contains municipal waste (household waste) – 163, and metal waste and parts of household appliances - 138, as well as various types of packaging waste.
 
22. According to the data collected by the Republic Bureau of Statistics, the trends are the following: 

	
	

	
	2014

	2015

	2016

	2017

	2018

	2019

	2020


	TOTAL (t)
	47.503.246
	49.305.848
	47.176.774
	48.318.000
	49.214.766
	64.516.995
	56.304.779

	HAZARDOUS 
	28.3%
	33.6%
	36.5%
	35.3%
	31.2%
	24.4%
	20.1%

	TOTAL RECICLED (t)
	1.273.242
	997.950
	1.344.652
	1.402.000
	1.507.740
	1.622.914
	1.631.380

	HAZARDOUS RECICLED
	2.9%
	5.3%
	3.8%
	no data
	4.1%
	3.9%
	4.1% 


Table 1
Total amount of waste generated annually during the period from 2014 to 2020
23. The most significant sources of waste in Serbia are mining and quarrying, representing 70% to 80% of waste sources, and that number is not changing. It is essential to mention that the Environmental Protection Agency in its report for 2011-2018
 displays much lower numbers in terms of total waste. According to the statistics of the Environmental Performance Index (EPI) in 2020, Serbia was on the 72nd place out of 133, with 44.7 out of 100 points according to the Index.
  
Public finances and environmental protection 

24. Although budget spending aimed at environmental protection has increased between 2014 and 2020, following a slow recovery from the 2007/2008 global financial crisis,
 the fact remains that Serbia’s environmental, financial policy is unsatisfactory mainly in terms of the country’s environmental conditions.
25. Budget expenditures at the state level (republic, local, extra-budgetary funds) have remained stable through the period 2014-2019, and they amounted to approximately 0.3% of Serbia’s GDP.
 In comparison, general government expenditures in the EU for year 2019 were estimated at 0.8% of          GDP.
 Some EU country members that are comparatively similar to Serbia in total GDP have also spent significantly more. In particular, general government expenditures of Croatia and Bulgaria were approximately 0.7% of GDP.
 At the level of the EU, the EEP total amounted to around 2% of GDP. 
26. Serbia collects four types of environmentally related taxes (ERT): resource taxes, pollution taxes, transport taxes and energy taxes.
 Apart from being an economic instrument for influencing the behaviour of businesses, producers and consumers, the role of these taxes is to provide the government with sufficient financial resources that could be used for environmental protection. However, as the data below shows (Table 3), revenue from ERT is significantly higher than the amount of yearly environmental protection investments (EPI). In particular, total EPI between 2014 and 2020 comprised less than a tenth part of the total revenue from ERT. More startingly, total EPI in this period had a share of 51.87% of ERT revenue in a fiscal year when ERT revenue hit its low point.

	YEAR
	2014
	2015
	2016
	2017
	2018
	2019
	2020
	TOTAL

	EPI (in millions

RSD)
	10 041.8
	12 292.3
	12 805.0
	6 592.8
	7 47.7
	11 606.4
	18 470.6
	79 246.6

	Revenue from

ERT (in millions RSD)
	152

785.3
	167 198.7
	186

653.4
	195

906.2
	211 825.5
	223

716.2
	data not available
	1 138 085.3


Table 2
Conclusion and recommendation
27. It can be concluded that Serbia adopted many relevant laws in the area of environmental protection, but its implementation is still very weak, mainly due to the lack of sincere effort to improve the situation and resolve many burning issues. The State does not provide adequate information to its citizens, which leads to the endangerment of their health. The State also does not conduct comprehensive research that will assess the situation and design adequate measures in the area of water pollution, access to drinkable water, etc. Also, Serbia’s expenditures aimed at environmental protection are not enough to resolve many problems that last for more than a decade. 

28. Bearing all these in mind, the Committee should recommend the State to:
-      Provide adequate information to its citizens on many environmental problems and risks to their health;

-      Conduct comprehensive research on the existing risks and how it influences vulnerable groups in society, including a gender perspective;

-      Better implement existing laws and sincerely engage in resolving many burning issues; and 

-      Increase budget expenditures at all levels for environmental protection.
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