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Executive summary

The report before you presents the results of the work
carried out by researchers engaged by the Associa-
tion “Local Press” in identifying the main trends in the
spending of public funds on advertising in local self-gov-
ernments in Serbia. State advertising represents an im-
portant mechanism of communication between public
institutions, the media, and citizens, which can bring
significant benefits to all stakeholders. Public institutions
share important information with citizens and enhance
the transparency of their work, while at the same time
media outlets generate revenues that enable their surviv-
al and development. This is particularly important for lo-
cal media, which are in an especially vulnerable position
not only in Serbia, but throughout the world.

The primary aim of the research was to examine the ex-
tent to which the standards of state advertising, as de-
fined in the European Media Freedom Act (EMFA), are
being applied in the cities and municipalities of Serbia.
Although some of these standards are not part of the cur-
rent legal framework, we considered it highly important
to determine to what extent public entities adhere to the
principles of transparency, fairness, proportionality, and
non-discrimination, which are the key criteria of Article
25 of the EMFA. Namely, if public promotion funds are
spent in accordance with these principles, and with due
regard for the public interest, they can contribute to me-
dia freedom, the diversity of media content, and demo-
cratic processes overall. Otherwise, they may become a
tool for political pressure on the media, the creation of
unfair competition, and the undermining of the media
market and democratic processes.

The research, which covered public entities in eight
local self-governments (Becej, Vlasotince, Kraljevo,

Krusevac, Leskovac, Obrenovac, Cajetina, and Sabac),
unfortunately shows that Serbia is still far from Euro-
pean standards.

The research conducted in eight local self-governments
shows that during 2024, at least 817 000 euros, were
spent on advertising, with significant shortcomings in
terms of transparency, availability, and reliability of
data. Funds are allocated without clear criteria and
by circumventing public procurement procedures. It
was observed that certain media outlets are significant-
ly privileged in this process and, as a rule, maintain an
uncritical attitude toward public entities, namely the
authorities. The report also indicates that funds are of-
ten allocated to media outlets that violate profession-
al and ethical standards, which further undermines
the concept of media freedom and democratic values.

In addition, it is often impossible to determine the pur-
pose and effectiveness of advertising, since reports on
the implementation generally do not exist. In many
cases, state advertising even exceeds the funds allocated
through project-based co-financing process, although
the latter mechanism should be the dominant means of
directing public funds into the media sphere.

The report also contains a set of recommendations
aimed at improving both the legislative framework and
the practice of allocating funds for state advertising. The
final conclusion is that the system of state advertising
in Serbia is insufficiently regulated and vulnerable to
abuse, making it primarily an instrument of political
influence rather than a tool for communication with
citizens.
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Introduction

The system of state advertising' is of multiple impor-
tance for public institutions, citizens, and the media,
and ultimately, it is also significant from the perspec-
tive of media freedom and the democratic standards of
a society. For public institutions, advertising represents
an important tool for communication with citizens.
Through advertising, citizens are informed about var-
ious aspects of public policy: from new legislative solu-
tions, public calls and tenders, to the various services
offered by the state, its bodies, public enterprises, and
institutions. Through media promotions, authorities
can also present and promote the transparency of their
own work, demonstrating that they operate in the pub-
lic interest and manage citizens’ money responsibly and
professionally.

State advertising is important for citizens because it
enables access to information that affects, or may af-
fect, their everyday lives and personal decisions. It can
inform them about their rights and opportunities, as
well as the ways in which they can exercise those rights
and make use of those opportunities. It is an important
communication tool both in regular public campaigns
and, especially, in crisis situations, when the health and/
or safety of citizens is directly threatened. Such adver-
tising also represents an important step toward citizens’
participation in public affairs.

It is understandable that state advertising is also im-
portant from the perspective of the media, as it rep-
resents a significant source of funding for their opera-
tions, sustainability, and development. It is particularly
important for small local media outlets, which serve as
the primary link between local authorities and citizens
and which — not only in Serbia — are in a highly vul-

1 According to the Law on Advertising (“Official Gazette of the
Republic of Serbia,” Nos. 6/2016 and 52/2019), state advertising
refers to public communications carried out by state authorities or
other holders of public powers within the scope of their compe-
tencies, with the aim of promoting and presenting their programs,
projects, campaigns, activities, works, and similar initiatives.
Under this law, state advertising is conducted by the Republic of
Serbia, the Autonomous Province, units of local self-government,
as well as institutions and other legal entities that are predominant-
ly state-owned or financed entirely or predominantly from public
revenues.
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nerable position despite their invaluable social impor-
tance.?

Transparent and non-discriminatory state advertising
at the national level has a direct impact on the level
of media freedom and the diversity of media content
available to citizens. At the regional and local levels, it
has an additional significance — it helps sustain me-
dia outlets. On the other hand, non-transparent and
discriminatory public promotions that disregard the
public interest and favor media outlets with an uncrit-
ical attitude toward the authorities can become a form
of strong pressure on media freedom and democratic
processes as a whole. They can serve as a tool that seri-
ously distorts the media market and undermines media
diversity. Simply put, arbitrary and unfair allocation of
citizens’ money to media outlets may lead to the closure
of professional media and the escalation of unprofes-
sional journalism.

All of this that we have outlined was recognized during
the drafting of the European Media Freedom Act (EM-
FA)? which was adopted in March 2024. Most of its
provisions began to be enforced in EU member states
from August 2025. The document was created as an
effort to protect media freedom and the diversity of
media content at a time when they are seriously threat-
ened. Particular attention is also devoted to state adver-
tising. The EMFA introduces rules and standards aimed
at preventing the misuse of public funds for political
pressure on the media. It is certainly expected that
countries aspiring to become part of this community
of states (Serbia is a candidate country for EU member-
ship) will begin aligning their legislation and practices
with the adopted standards.

According to the definition provided in the EMFA,
“state advertising means the placement, promotion,
publication or dissemination, in any media service or
online platform, of a promotional or self-promotional
message or a public announcement or an information
campaign, normally in return for payment or for any

2 https://ifdt.bg.ac.rs/knjiga/na-sta-mislimo-kada-kazemo-loka-
Ini-mediji-kao-nosioci-promena-u-lokalnim-zajednicama-u-srbiji/
3 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2024/1083/0j/eng
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Illustration 1: Assessment of Risk for the Distribution of State Advertising in EU Member States and Candidate Countries

(Source: MPM 2025)

other consideration, by, for or on behalf of a public au-
thority or entity” It also includes audiovisual produc-
tion services, market data services, as well as consultan-
Cy or training services.

In recent years, a trend has been observed both in EU
member states and in countries aspiring to join the
Union, whereby funds for state advertising are allocat-
ed in a non-transparent manner, very often to media
outlets that do not maintain a critical stance toward the
authorities. As a result, advertising loses its function
of promoting public policies and the public interest,
namely informing the public, and instead contributes
to the creation of unfair competition and the under-
mining of the media market.

According to the latest Media Pluralism Monitor re-
port, only four European countries have a lower level
of risk regarding state advertising (Illustration 1): Den-

mark, Austria, Portugal, and Spain. Most countries
treat state advertising as a standard public procurement
procedure and do not have specific rules and proce-
dures governing it.*

Article 25 of the EMFA establishes transparent, objec-
tive, proportionate, and non-discriminatory criteria for
the allocation of citizens’ money through state advertis-
ing. Public authorities, that is, all public entities, are re-
quired to publish, once a year and in electronic form, all
important information related to advertising in a man-
ner that is easily accessible to users. This includes infor-
mation on who commissioned the public-commercial
communication with the media, how much money was
spent for that purpose, which media outlets received
the funds, and the amounts allocated. Regulatory bod-
ies are required to monitor and report annually on the
distribution of state advertising expenditure, and these

4 https://cadmus.eui.eu/entities/publication/15a6ae3c-f325-4435-
26a9-54687d595b85
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reports must also be public and easily accessible.

In this regard, the EMFA more directly addresses the
position of local media outlets, which, due to sustain-
ability challenges and difficulties in charging for their
services, are becoming increasingly financially vulnera-
ble. As such, they are more susceptible to pressure from
public authorities and attacks on their editorial policies,
which are by no means uncommon.’ Due to the limited
size of their markets, their survival largely depends on
state advertising.®

In some EU countries (such as Italy), there are regulato-
ry provisions that support local media. Fifteen percent
of the budget allocated for state advertising is directed
to local private television and radio stations, while a
minimum of 50% is allocated to local daily newspapers
and periodical publications.”

In the context of the EMFA, in addition to the obliga-
tion of media outlets to publish data on state advertis-
ing (Article 6), it is very important to emphasize that
Article 25 also applies to local self-governments (as

5 https://cadmus.eui.eu/entities/publication/35b0b836-0f98-5600-
9ae9-a909a68accOc
6 https://ipi.media/ipi-position-on-the-european-media-free-

dom-act/
7 https://cadmus.eui.eu/entities/publication/62002fd7-e2db-49ff-8
1cf-1280d19b5c¢8d
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public authorities). They are required to publish:

= The legal names of the media service providers or
online platforms from which the services were pro-
cured.

= Where applicable, the legal names of the business
groups to which the media service providers or on-
line platforms belong (with exemptions for public
entities in municipalities with fewer than 100,000
inhabitants).

= The total annual amount of funds spent, as well as
the annual amounts spent on each individual media
service provider or online platform.

The EMFA represents a significant step in the right di-
rection, but the actual impact of this law on media free-
dom, media diversity, and the public interest within the
public information system will only become evident af-
ter its full implementation cycle. It is clear that the new-
ly established system, including the part related to state
advertising, will largely depend on political will, as well
as on broader trends concerning democratic standards.
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State advertising — From legislation to practice

We have already noted that the sustainability of profes-
sional media is a global issue, and that numerous inter-
national and national instruments seek to redefine and
improve their position in the contemporary era. In this
regard, the EMFA is a key document for EU member
states and countries aspiring to join the Union.

Never in modern history have the media been more de-
pendent on public funding. Most highly developed societ-
ies have long been aware that a neoliberal approach — that
is, an insufficiently regulated media market without state
involvement — is beginning to seriously threaten freedom
of expression and media outlets that uphold high profes-
sional standards and operate in the public interest.

In Serbia, funding for the media provided by the re-
public, the province, and local self-governments is al-
located primarily through the system of project-based
co-financing of the public interest in the field of pub-
lic information, in accordance with the Law on Pub-
lic Information and Media (LPIM).? This law defines
in detail the mechanism for allocating funds through
public competitions and further elaborates it precisely
with the aim of ensuring that the funds are distributed
in line with the interests of citizens, rather than the po-
litical or other interests of government representatives.
Unfortunately, primarily due to the lack of rule of law,
as well as the attitude of government representatives to-
ward media freedom, this system has turned into its op-
posite. Numerous studies’ and analyses'? testify to this.

Much less public attention is given to public funds di-
rected to the media through other mechanisms: public
payments for broadcasting of municipal assembly ses-
sions, public advertising, and various other marketing
services and campaigns. Researching this “market” is
far more complicated, since public money for media
services is allocated not only by government bodies, but
also by countless public enterprises and institutions, as

8 https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon o javnom informisan-

well as companies in which public authorities hold a
significant ownership stake in the share capital.

The LPIM addresses these funds only indirectly. Namely,
it stipulates that the Media Register maintained by the Ser-
bian Business Registers Agency should record, in addition
to the funds allocated through project-based co-financing
process, all public revenues received by media outlets on
other grounds as well. Although the new LPIM was ad-
opted in October 2023, it is quite evident that it is not be-
ing respected even with regard to the recording of public
payments for media services, a fact recently highlighted by
journalists’ and media associations."

The LPIM also contains a provision stating that all pub-
lic procurements of media services by public authori-
ties must be allocated in accordance with transparent,
objective, proportionate, and non-discriminatory crite-
ria, which are publicly announced in advance on the
website of the public authority, as well as through open,
proportionate, and non-discriminatory procedures."
The problem is that this provision also remains a dead
letter, not only because of issues related to the rule of
law, but also due to the lack of harmonization between
this provision and the laws governing advertising and
public procurement. We also recall that numerous
provisions in the Strategy for the Development of the
Public Information System for the Period 2020-2025"
(Media Strategy) concerning concrete proposals for
amendments to the Law on Advertising'* (LoA) and
Law on Public Procurement’ (PPL) — were ignored.

Rare, yet highly valuable, studies'® conclude that public
funds directed toward media and marketing services
represent a serious challenge to media freedom. As a
rule, such funds are allocated in a non-transparent and

11 https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/koalicija-za-slobodu-medi-
ja-zasto-baza-medija-apr-a-jos-uvek-nije-uskladjena-sa-zakonom/
12 Law on Public Information and Media, Article 47.

13 https://pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/eli/rep/sgrs/vlada/strate-
gija/2020/11/1

ju_i medijima.html

9 https://birn.rs/izvestaji/finansiranje-medija-vlasnici-i-politic-
ki-uticaj/

10 https://www.media.ba/bs/magazin-novinarstvo/medijske-re-
forme-u-srbiji-mnogo-energije-i-novca-rezultati-katastrofalni

14 https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon o_oglasavanju.html

15 https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon-o-javnim-nabavkama.
html

16 https://birn.rs/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Javne-nabavke-
medijskih-usluga.pdf
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discriminatory manner and serve as an important mech-
anism of state control over the media. Media experts
believed that this area could be regulated more precisely
and fairly through a new or amended Law on Advertis-
ing (LoA), but the amendments envisaged by the Media
Strategy have not been adopted to this day. It is particu-
larly indicative that the competent state authority (cur-
rently the Ministry of Domestic and Foreign Trade) per-
sistently excludes representatives of media organizations
from the drafting of this law and its amendments, despite
the fact that the mechanism of public advertising is ex-
tremely important for media service providers, as well as
from the perspective of overall media freedom and the
diversity of media content. In the current times of crisis
for the media sector, this is more important than ever.

Referring to research findings, the Media Strategy, and
international instruments such as the reports of the Eu-
ropean Commission,”” the OSCE Office for Democratic
Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) and the Venice
Commission,'® as well as the United Nations” - media
associations have called for the inclusion in the law of a
series of provisions that would ensure transparent and
non-discriminatory spending of public funds on advertis-
ing and public campaigns, in order to prevent this form of
informal government influence over media editorial pol-
icies. These demands are also aligned with the EMFA and
primarily concern full transparency in the allocation of
funds for advertising and campaigns distributed to media
outlets by public authorities, public enterprises and insti-
tutions, as well as other state-owned companies.

The associations demanded that the Law on Advertising
include provisions defining the criteria for the allocation
of advertising funds distributed by public authorities
and their legal entities, as well as provisions, modeled on
the European Media Freedom Act, regulating audience
measurement rules. The associations also called for the
Law on Advertising to prohibit state advertising in me-

17 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/down-
load/377¢86¢1-1¢b6-49ca-8549-e40be2308643 en?file-
name=20180417-serbia-report.pdf

18 https://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/default.
aspx?pdffile=CDL-AD(2022)046-¢

19 https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/

ahrc5653add2-visit-serbia-and-kosovo-report-special-rap-
porteur-promotion

8 State Advertising at the Local Level

dia outlets that violate laws and professional ethics.?’ This
provision is particularly important for Serbia because the
media outlets that most dramatically violate journalis-
tic ethics are also the largest recipients of public funds,
which represents a serious problem not only for the me-
dia and politics, but for society as a whole. The impor-
tance of such a provision is further demonstrated by the
recent report of the Regulatory Authority for Electronic
Media (REM), which found that television broadcasters
with national coverage violated the Law on Advertising
more than 5,000 times during 2025.*'

If the Media Strategy and the demands of media associ-
ations were respected, public funds allocated to media
outlets outside the system of project-based co-financ-
ing process, and intended for services, should become
the primary mechanism through which budget users in
Serbia procure media services. The Law on Public Pro-
curement® contains provisions which, although insuf-
ficiently elaborated, are at least fundamentally aligned
with European standards regarding public funds di-
rected toward the media. Namely, its guiding principles
require that procurement procedures must be efficient,
effective, equal for all participants, competitive, and
transparent. At the same time, what is procured must
be necessary, economical, useful, of adequate quality,
and, wherever possible, financially favorable, but above
all effective for end users. According to these funda-
mental provisions, public procurement must not be
designed with the intention of circumventing the ap-
plication of this law or avoiding the appropriate type of
public procurement procedure, nor with the intention
of unjustifiably placing certain economic operators in a
more favorable or less favorable position.”

However, the problem lies not only in the fact that these
provisions are merely declarative and that there is no
effective oversight of their implementation, but also in

20 https://www.cenzolovka.rs/drzava-i-mediji/medijska-udruzen-

ja-novi-zakon-o-oglasavanju-ne-resava-pitanje-drzavnog-oglasa-

vanja/
21 https://www.cenzolovka.rs/drzava-i-mediji/rem-naciona-

Ine-televizije-nacinile-vise-od-5-000-prekrsaja-zakona-o-oglasa-
vanju/

22 https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon-o-javnim-nabavkama.
html

23 Law on Public Procurement, General Provisions (Articles
5-10).
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https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/ahrc5653add2-visit-serbia-and-kosovo-report-special-rapporteur-promotion
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/ahrc5653add2-visit-serbia-and-kosovo-report-special-rapporteur-promotion
https://www.cenzolovka.rs/drzava-i-mediji/medijska-udruzenja-novi-zakon-o-oglasavanju-ne-resava-pitanje-drzavnog-oglasavanja/
https://www.cenzolovka.rs/drzava-i-mediji/medijska-udruzenja-novi-zakon-o-oglasavanju-ne-resava-pitanje-drzavnog-oglasavanja/
https://www.cenzolovka.rs/drzava-i-mediji/medijska-udruzenja-novi-zakon-o-oglasavanju-ne-resava-pitanje-drzavnog-oglasavanja/
https://www.cenzolovka.rs/drzava-i-mediji/rem-nacionalne-televizije-nacinile-vise-od-5-000-prekrsaja-zakona-o-oglasavanju/
https://www.cenzolovka.rs/drzava-i-mediji/rem-nacionalne-televizije-nacinile-vise-od-5-000-prekrsaja-zakona-o-oglasavanju/
https://www.cenzolovka.rs/drzava-i-mediji/rem-nacionalne-televizije-nacinile-vise-od-5-000-prekrsaja-zakona-o-oglasavanju/
https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon-o-javnim-nabavkama.html
https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon-o-javnim-nabavkama.html

the fact that they are distorted in practice, as demon-
strated by BIRN's research “Public Procurement of Me-
dia Services”* The research states that public procure-
ment procedures are abused from the very beginning,
primarily through incorrect and inadequate planning
of the media services needed by local self-governments
and institutions. They are also abused through the pro-
cedures themselves, by reducing competition or arti-
ficially creating it. Unequal values assigned to almost
identical services, as well as minimal differences be-
tween estimated and contracted values, are among the
most common characteristics of the contracts analyzed
in BIRN’s research.

Another problem is the fact that public procurement
procedures are very often circumvented — as will be
shown through specific examples in this report — by
invoking Articles 12 and 27 of the Law on Public Pro-
curement. These provisions allow public entities to
avoid the full public procurement procedure when the
allocated amount is less than one million dinars (ap-
proximately 8 500 euros), as well as in cases involving
the “purchase of airtime for television or radio broad-
casting, or airtime for the broadcasting of program
content, from media service providers.” Thanks to these
exemptions, funds are allocated through procedures
that are, as this report will demonstrate, non-transpar-
ent, arbitrary, and unclear. Such provisions are contrary
to the standards established by the EMFA in this field.

BIRN wrote about this issue in another study (“One-
on-One Deals with the State”).” In short, the study
states that the majority of public enterprises channel
funds to media outlets for advertising and other media
services through direct contracting, via so-called pur-
chase orders. This makes the allocation of public funds
even more susceptible to influencing editorial policies.

The mentioned report by the Centre for Media Plu-
ralism and Media Freedom (Illustration 1) shows that
the allocation of funds for state advertising in Serbia
represents a high risk to media pluralism. The EU Rule
of Law Report on Serbia for 2025 also confirms the ex-

24 https://birn.rs/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Javne-nabavke-
medijskih-usluga.pdf
25 https://birnsrbija.rs/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Direkt-

na-ugovaranja.pdf

istence of non-transparent procedures in the areas of
public procurement and state advertising, concluding
that the state has made no progress in this regard.*

Overall, when it comes to the legal regulation of state
advertising in the media in Serbia, it can be said that
it is inconsistent, incomplete, and prone to abuse.
Even more concerning is the fact that legal provisions
aligned with EU standards and good practices are not
being implemented.” Why is this even more troubling?
Because it appears that any future amendments to the
relevant laws — which would require enormous effort
and energy — might still fail to produce positive effects
in practice.

The aim of the research was to examine the extent to
which the criteria envisaged by the EMFA are current-
ly being respected in local self-governments in Serbia,
and to what extent they can be implemented in prac-
tice. In other words, the research sought to determine
how transparent state advertising is, whether it serves
the public interest, and to what extent it functions as
a mechanism of political influence over the media. We
hope that the findings and recommendations will con-
tribute to greater democratization and accountability in
the budgetary allocation of funds intended for inform-
ing citizens in local communities, and that they will
also provide journalists and researchers with guidance
on how to effectively monitor spending on public ad-
vertising. The next section describes in more detail the
methodological approach used in this research.

26 https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/298f86d5-
723b-4d3e-90b4-98ea24d9¢885 en?filename=2025%20Rule%20

0f%20Law%20Report%20-%20Country%20Chapter%20Serbia 0.
pdf

27 Blagojev, T. (2026). Serbia: Compliance with the European
Media Freedom Act through Three Media Laws: the Law on Public
Information and Media, the Law on Electronic Media, and the Law

on Public Service Media. https://www.slavkocuruvijafondacija.rs/
wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Alignment-with-EMFA-Serbia.pdf
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Methodology

Given that the EMFA defines state advertising as the
placement, promotion, publication or dissemination
of a promotional or self-promotional message, public
announcement or information campaign in any me-
dia service or on an online platform, this report covers
the overall practice of allocating funds for these pur-
poses within the observed public entities. Both direct
contracts and any funds potentially allocated through
public procurement procedures were analyzed. Un-
fortunately, out of a total of 389 analyzed allocations,
a complete public procurement procedure was carried
out in only one case.

The report does not cover the mechanism of proj-
ect-based co-financing of media content, because un-
der the LPIM, co-financing is not intended for state
advertising, but rather for the implementation of me-
dia projects aligned with the defined public interest.
We have already noted that numerous studies indicate
that this system has also been abused for the purpose
of political influence over the media. Therefore, proj-
ect-based co-financing process was treated only indi-
rectly, with the aim of identifying and documenting any
potentially discriminatory interplay between these two
mechanisms of allocating citizens’ money to the media.

The year analyzed was 2024. The reason for this is that,
during the research process, it was impossible to access
all the necessary data from 2025, since part of the re-
search itself was conducted during that year. In addi-
tion, the study also analyzed oversight procedures relat-
ed to the spending of public funds for state advertising,
which, when conducted at all, usually take place several
months after the end of the fiscal year.

Sample and Response rate

The selection of local self-governments was pragmat-
ic. The units were identified based on proposals from
members of the association “Local Press,” which, at the
beginning of 2025, pointed to the need for monitoring
the spending of funds on state advertising in their local
communities. Geographic diversity was also taken into
account during the selection process. An additional
value was recognized in the possibility that, in these lo-
cal self-governments where “Local Press” has member
organizations, the systematic monitoring of state adver-
tising expenditure could continue in the future using
the same methodology.

Requests for access to information of public impor-
tance were sent to 62 public entities — cities, munic-
ipalities, and public enterprises/institutions (Chart 1).
In consultation with local journalists from the observed
communities, a sample of several of the most signifi-
cant public enterprises/institutions in those local ar-
eas was created. Fifty-six public entities responded to
the request. Although this had not been requested, the
Municipality of Becej also submitted data for five ad-
ditional institutions from its territory, so the research
ultimately covered 67 public entities. Six entities did
not respond to the request at all, and complaints were
subsequently submitted to the Commissioner for Free
Access to Information of Public Importance. Three
public enterprises agreed to provide information only
if the applicants came to their premises to access the
documents, invoking Article 16 of the Law on Free Ac-
cess to Information of Public Importance. EPS Kraljevo
responded by instructing us to contact its headquarters

e | 52

No I s
Received from municipality | N NI 5
Yes, but viewing of documents at premises [ 3
Yes, but to contact the main company in Belgrade . 1

0 5 10 15

20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55

Did they answer to the free access to information request? =

Chart 1: Responses of Local Public Entities to Requests for Free Access to Information of Public Importance
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in Belgrade for the requested data. A large number of
incomplete responses were also received, resulting in
ten requests for supplementary information.

Criteria

Table 1 presents the developed criteria for the alloca-
tion of funds for state advertising, based on Article 25
of the EMFA. The criterion of transparency is assessed
according to whether the data on state advertising are
easily accessible to users, whether they are available in

an open format, and whether they contain the relevant
information envisaged by this article. Non-discrim-
ination is assessed according to the criteria used for
allocating funds (where such criteria exist), as well as
whether the funds are distributed evenly and whether
they have been awarded to a diverse range of media ser-
vice providers.

Proportionality refers to whether funds have been ex-
cessively allocated in certain cases, whether the value
of a particular campaign is proportionate to its signifi-
cance for the public interest, and how such allocations

Criteria

Question

Indicator

Data source

Transparency

Are the advertising data publicly avail-
able?

Published allocation of funds
for state advertising in local
self-government units

Website of the local self-gov-
ernment unit, public enter-
prises, and institutions

Can the advertising data be downloaded
in an open and user-friendly format (e.g.
Excel, CSV)?

Annual or quarterly reports
available to the public

Excel/CSV datasets from
the local self-government
website, websites of public
enterprises and institutions
/ requests for free access to
information

Does the data include the legal name

of the media service provider or online
platform from which the services were
purchased; the legal name of the business
group to which they belong; the legal
name of specialized intermediaries (e.g.
marketing agencies, production com-
panies); and the total amount of money
allocated to the media service provider or
online platform?

Published contracts,
amounts, recipients, and
purposes of payments, public
procurement data

Website of the local
self-government unit, public
enterprises, and institutions
/ requests for free access to
information

Non-discrimination

Are there clear criteria and procedures for
the allocation of funds?

Existence of regulations,
criteria, and ranking lists;
minutes from public pro-
curement procedures

Requests for free access to
information, municipal doc-
uments, decisions of local
authorities

Are the funds distributed evenly, or are
they concentrated in media outlets with a
non-critical editorial policy?

Comparison of funds
allocated to different media
outlets

Analysis of contracts and
allocated funds

Was consideration given to the diversity
of media service providers and local spec-
ificities when allocating funds?

Number and type of media
outlets (e.g. local media,
minority media, media
independent from political
influence) receiving funds

Analysis of contracts
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Proportionality

Is the value of the campaign propor-
tionate to its significance for the public
interest?

Relationship between the
campaign budget and the
importance of the topic for
the local community and the
size of the target audience, as
well as the number and value
of campaigns in relation to
the actual need

Contracts

Were funds allocated proportionately for
state advertising in relation to proj-
ect-based co-financing?

Relationship between funds
allocated for project-based
co-financing and state
advertising

Contracts, decisions on the
allocation of funds for proj-
ect-based co-financing

Is there excessive spending on state
advertising?

Number and value of cam-
paigns in relation to the mu-
nicipality’s population size

Contracts, total spending on
state advertising divided by
the number of inhabitants
according to the latest census

Oversight

Is there independent oversight over the
allocation of funds, and does that body
collect data?

Activities of the State Audit
Institution (SAI), the Minis-
try of Domestic and Foreign
Trade, and market inspec-
tion authorities

Reports of the State Audit
Institution or another
institution, requests for free
access to information

Does the body responsible for oversight
publish information that is publicly avail-
able in an open and user-friendly format?

Annual or quarterly reports
available to the public

Reports, Excel/CSV datasets
from the website of the
institution responsible for
oversight

Are there sanctions in cases of abuse?

Number and type of sanc-
tions or proceedings

Reports of oversight bodies
/ the State Audit Institution
(SAI) or other institutions

Table 1. Assessment of compliance with criteria for state advertising in local self-government units

compare to the distribution of total funds through oth-
er forms of state support to the media (project-based
co-financing). Finally, the assessment also considers
whether there is institutional oversight over the allo-
cation of these funds, whether such data are publicly
available, and whether any sanctions have been im-
posed.

Methodological Limitations

The research is based on data obtained through the
mechanism of free access to information of public im-
portance, but this does not guarantee that all the nec-
essary and relevant data were provided to us. This can
be concluded from the large number of supplementary
requests we had to submit to public entities, as well as
from the discrepancies between the submitted respons-
es containing data on total expenditures, on the one
hand, and the accompanying contracts, invoices, and
analytical records on the other.
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It is evident that, in some cases, legal deadlines are
routinely violated without sanctions, responses are of-
ten incomplete or provided in formats that are not us-
er-friendly, and even an appeal to the Commissioner
does not guarantee access to complete documentation.



FINDINGS

General Findings

Based on the collected and verified information, during
2024 public entities in the eight observed local self-gov-
ernments (Becej, Vlasotince, Kraljevo, Krusevac, Le-
skovac, Obrenovac, Cajetina, and Sabac) spent slightly
more than 817 000 euros on state advertising. The re-
search covered local self-governments as well as repre-
sentative public enterprises and institutions.? It should
be emphasized that this is not the final figure, but rather
the amount established on the basis of the Law on Free
Access to Information of Public Importance requests,
taking into account only the transactions that we were
able to authenticate.

The actual amount is higher, since certain public en-
tities failed to provide the requested information and
therefore were not included in the final total of funds
spent. In addition, for some entities there is a serious
discrepancy between the initial consolidated response
and the accompanying documentation that was later
provided to us in most cases. One example is the Mu-
nicipality of Becej: in its consolidated response, we were
informed that nearly approximately 200 000 euros had
been spent on advertising costs, citizen information

services, media and PR campaigns, and other forms
of cooperation with the media.” However, based on
the documentation, contracts, and invoices that we re-
quested as supplementary information, we were able to
verify only approximately 111 000 euros spent, which is
the amount included in the final calculation (Chart 2).

We found that in some local self-governments there is
a complex and inefficient procedure for responding to
requests for access to information of public importance,
at least when it comes to state advertising. Several de-
partments are involved in preparing responses, and
the confusing correspondence between them — which
we received as part of the requested documentation —
suggests the possibility that not all relevant information
was provided to us, or that not all payments related to
state advertising were included. Such a situation was ob-
served, for example, in the case of the City of Leskovac.

In some ofits reports, the State Audit Institution® points
to irregularities in budget planning, recording, book-
keeping, and expenditure control at the level of local
self-governments. This may indicate that local self-gov-
ernments themselves, due to possible irregularities in
budget execution, are unable to separate and identify

Kraljevo " 154,207
Cajetino | 135,461
0brenovac. | 134,930
Saba | 134,363
Bece) I 111,408
Kruzevac | ——— 110,780

Leskovac _ 24,392
Vlasotince [ 11,859

0K 10K 20K 30K 40K 50K 60K 70K

80K 90K 100K 110K 120K 130K 140K 150K

160K 170K

Amount in euros =

Chart 2: Total funds spent on state advertising at the level of local self-government units

28 Based on conversations with local journalists, we identified
public enterprises and institutions within the territories of the
observed cities and municipalities that allocate larger amounts of
funds for state advertising.

all payments of this kind. For example, in the consol-

29 The response did not specify which business entities the funds
had been allocated to.
30 https://www.dri.rs/izvestaj/13316
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Chart 3: Total public funds allocated for state advertising and project-based co-financing in the observed local self-government units

=

=

idated response received from Leskovac, we were in-
formed that approximately 18 000 euros had been spent
on state advertising purposes. However, based on the
subsequently submitted documentation, we established
that this amount did not correspond to the provided in-
formation. The problem lies in the fact that the consol-
idated response also includes the costs of project-based
co-financing process as state advertising expenditures,
while even that amount does not correspond to the ac-
tual amount Leskovac spent on co-financing of media
content. The consolidated response states that around
4 000 euros were spent on project-based co-financing,
whereas Leskovac actually allocated as much as 427 000
euros for these purposes that year.
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Becej KruSevac Leskovac Vlasotince
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Overall, when considering the verified information,*
from the observed local self-governments (taking into
account all public entities covered within the territories
of the cities and municipalities), the highest amount of
funds for state advertising was allocated to media out-
lets in Kraljevo (approximately 150 000 euros spent by
nine public entities within the city), while the lowest
amount was allocated in Vlasotince (three public enti-
ties allocated around 12 000 euros, Chart 2).

31 As previously noted, we analyzed only those state advertising
allocations that we were able to verify through the submitted
contracts, invoices, and searches on the Public Procurement Portal.
The analysis did not include contracts and invoices related to bill-
board advertising, T-shirt printing, or similar services, as these do
not fall under the EMFA definition of state advertising.



If all public entities within a given local self-government
were taken into account, it is almost certain that, in the
overwhelming majority of the observed cities and mu-
nicipalities, the funds allocated through state advertising
would exceed those directed to the media through the
system of project co-financing of media content. Even
on the basis of the verified information we obtained
(which, as already noted, most likely does not represent
the complete picture when it comes to state advertising),
it is clear that Obrenovac and Becej relied more heavily
on state advertising for their arrangements with the me-
dia, while project-based co-financing were pushed into
the background. This is particularly evident in the case
of Becej, which spent approximately fifteen times more
money on advertising than on project-based co-financ-
ing of media content (Chart 3).

This represents a negative trend, given the fact that un-
der the LPIM, media outlets should primarily receive
financial support from local self-governments through
project-based co-financing process and proposed proj-
ects aligned with the defined public interest, in accor-
dance with legally prescribed, transparent procedures
and relatively clear criteria. Although the system of
project-based co-financing has numerous shortcom-
ings, as already discussed, it is clear that it at least en-
sures a higher level of transparency than the allocation
of funds for state advertising. Ultimately, it is very easy
to determine how much funding a particular local
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self-government allocated through project-based co-fi-
nancing and which media service providers received
those funds, whereas tracing public advertising expen-
ditures is an extremely demanding task for researchers.

As difficult as it is to obtain complete information about
who received the funds and the exact amounts involved,
it is even more difficult to accurately determine their
precise purpose. In the majority of the observed con-
tracts and invoices, the services are described in a very
vague and imprecise manner (“monitoring the work
of local self-governments,” “advertisement,” “greeting,”
“half-page,” and so on), and they are not accompanied
by implementation reports. It is therefore entirely legit-
imate to question whether the contracted and invoiced
obligations were actually carried out at all, or whether
this is in fact a system of support for selected media
outlets and specialized intermediaries.

In almost all of the observed local communities, there
are media outlets, or media service providers, that are
clearly privileged in the process of state advertising al-
location (Chart 4). As a rule, these are the same entities
that also receive significant funds through project-based
co-financing of media content, which indicates an un-
fair, that is, discriminatory allocation of public funds to
the media based on political preferences rather than on
the public interest and media diversity.

103,700
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Chart 4: Media service providers - the largest recipients of state advertising funds (more than one million dinars/approximately 8500 euros)
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The most indicative example of this is the Belgrade
municipality of Obrenovac: out of a total of approxi-
mately 135 000 euros directed toward state advertising
by all municipal public entities, “Studio Mag” received
as much as 100 000 euros (around 76%). In Sabac,
approximately 134 000 euros were allocated for state
advertising among the observed public entities, while
the company “AS Multimedija” received 92 000 euros
(around 68%). To this should be added the fact that its
sister company, RTV AS, also collected around 3 000
euros through state advertising. In Kraljevo, the com-

e N
Hashtag live

In 2024, the company Hashtag Digital Media
Group received over 15 000 euros through
state advertising. According to the contract,
the funds were allocated to “enable the pro-
duction/informing of the public for the needs
of the Municipality of Becej in the fields of
culture, sports, informing the public about
its work, and socially responsible actions and
projects implemented by the municipality”
According to reporting by Becejski mozaik,
the same television outlet received the same
amount the following year. For the funds
received in 2024, as reported by the outlet,

a total of eight video reports were published
on the “NS uzivo” YouTube channel. Mozaik
calculated that citizens paid nearly 1 000
euros per minute of coverage, predominantly
featuring protocol activities and statements
by the municipality president. “NS uzivo” is
a Novi Sad-based portal known for violating
the journalistic code of ethics.
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pany “RTV Kraljevo and Ibarske Novosti” clearly dom-
inated, generating around 87 000 euros from local-level
state advertising, out of a total of 150 000 euros in lo-
cal public funds distributed on this basis. RTV Melos
received slightly more than 47 500 euros through the
same mechanism in Kraljevo. This means that all oth-
er media outlets combined received only slightly more
than 17 000 euros.

An additional problem lies in the fact that these alloca-
tions, as already noted, are exempt from public procure-
ment procedures through the invocation of Articles 12
and 27 of the Law on Public Procurement.’” In short,
certain media companies receive more than 8 500 euros
from public entities without undergoing a process that
would require clear procedures, transparency, and pub-
lic competition (as many as 17 beneficiaries, see Chart
4). One exception should be noted: the only complete
public procurement procedure among the observed lo-
cal self-governments was conducted by the Municipal-
ity of Cajetina, which allocated slightly less than 24 500
euros to the agency “Pragma” on this basis.

However, it should also be noted that in cases involv-
ing specialized intermediaries (such as the marketing
agency “Pragma”), it is extremely difficult to determine
which media outlets ultimately benefited from the allo-
cated funds, since detailed reports from these interme-
diaries generally do not exist or are treated as business
secrets.

32 Article 27 of the Law on Public Procurement allows public
entities to avoid conducting the full public procurement procedure
when the allocated amount is less than one million dinars (ap-
proximately 8 500 euros). Meanwhile, Article 12 stipulates that the
provisions of this law do not apply “to the purchase of airtime for
television or radio broadcasting, that is, airtime for the broadcast-
ing of program content, from media service providers.”


https://becejski-mozaik.co.rs/potpisnici-ugovora-izuzeci-od-javnih-nabavki/

FINDINGS BY CRITERIA

Transparency

As already noted, Article 25 of the EMFA stipulates that
public authorities, that is, public entities, must publish
once a year on their websites, in a format accessible and
easily understandable to citizens, all essential informa-
tion regarding the spending of public funds for the pur-
pose of state advertising. This includes the total amount
of money spent for these purposes, who the beneficia-
ries of these funds are, and the amounts they received.

In the course of the research, we sought to determine
whether there were any examples of good practice among
the observed local self-governments, public enterprises,
and institutions regarding the transparency of state ad-
vertising that, in some way, align with the new European
regulations. Unfortunately, we did not encounter a single
example of good practice: information on state advertis-
ing is not available to citizens unless they specifically re-
quest it under the Law on Free Access to Information of
Public Importance. And even then, it remains uncertain
whether they would receive the information in a read-
able and easily understandable form.*

However, the problem of the lack of transparency is far
more serious than the mere fact that consolidated infor-
mation is not published on the websites of public entities,
especially since this is not explicitly their legal obligation.
What is both a constitutional and legal obligation, how-
ever, is to make their work transparent. The Law on Free
Access to Information of Public Importance* does not
merely require public entities to respond to citizens’ re-
quests, but also obliges them to proactively publish all
important information concerning their work.

Overall, based on this research, we can conclude that the
general practice of allocating funds for state advertising
does not meet the criterion of transparency. Financial

33 Out of 62 entities, six did not respond to our requests for free
access to information of public importance (Chart 1). Many others
provided responses that did not contain all relevant information,
which is why we had to request supplementary data.

34 https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon o_slobodnom pristu-

pu_informacijama od javnog znacaja.html

plans or general public procurement decisions can oc-
casionally be found on the websites of public entities,
but they are certainly neither clear nor user-friendly for
ordinary citizens, and they contain no sections specifi-
cally related to the field of media and advertising.

It should be emphasized that public enterprises and in-
stitutions were more responsive than local self-govern-
ments in providing replies and other important infor-
mation. This applies both to the speed and the quality of
the information received. We had to send supplementa-
ry requests for missing information and documents to
almost every local self-government, with the exception
of Cajetina, while the initial responses were such that
one could conclude that they were not willing to share
key information with the researchers, but rather sought
to conceal it from them.

Some local self-governments claimed that the applicant
was required to send a separate email request to each
department involved in the process of state advertising
(Kraljevo and Vlasotince). Others provided responses
containing consolidated amounts spent for these pur-
poses, but not the names of the beneficiaries, nor the ac-
companying contracts and invoices (Becej, Leskovac).
In some cases, the amounts stated in the consolidated
responses did not match the expenditures on state ad-
vertising that we were able to verify through analytical
records, contracts, and invoices. We have already men-
tioned the example of Becej, which, despite repeated
requests, failed to provide documentation justifying
the expenditure of the full amount stated in its initial
response (approximately 85 500 euros remain unac-
counted for). Even when authorities did provide con-
tracts, and those contracts specified how much money
a particular contractor was supposed to receive on a
monthly basis, this still did not necessarily mean that
the contractor had actually received those amounts.

Rarely did any local self-government authority pro-
vide exactly what is envisaged by the EMFA and what
we requested in our information requests: how much
money had been spent on state advertising and, specifi-
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Chart 5: Are state advertising expenditures listed on the public procurement website?

cally, which media service providers had received those
funds. Of course, there are also positive examples, such
as the Public Utility Company “Vodovod Zlatibor,” the
Zlatibor Tourist Organization, the Zlatibor Cultural
Center, the Kraljevo Tourist Organization, the Krusevac
Health Center, and others.

In the vast majority of cases, authorities did not pro-
vide reports on the services that had been carried out.
Thus, the lack of transparency of the entire process is
also reflected in the fact that it is extremely difficult to
determine what exactly citizens’ money was spent on,
what specific services were involved, and whether those
services were actually delivered, and to what extent, as
discussed in the section General Findings. Under the
EMFA, the costs of promoting public entities on social
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Screenshot 1: Response of the Municipality of Cajetina
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media and the internet should also be publicly avail-
able. However, in this research we were unable to obtain
data on how much money was spent for these purposes
during 2024, even by using the Law on Free Access to
Information of Public Importance.

A positive example of good practice is the Zlatibor
Tourist Organization, which provided us with a com-
plete report on the implementation of funds allocated
to a specialized intermediary in state advertising (the
Center for Audiovisual Creativity of Serbia). The report
precisely specifies in which media outlets and at what
times the content covered by the contract was pub-
lished. Unfortunately, even this report does not contain
information on how much money each media outlet
received for the services provided.

On the other hand, through a public procurement pro-
cedure, the Municipality of Cajetina allocated funds to
the marketing agency “Pragma,” whose director is po-
litical analyst Cvijetin Milivojevi¢, acting as a special-
ized intermediary in the process of state advertising.
However, the report submitted by this agency, which
we obtained later through a supplementary request,
did not contain all the information necessary for the
research, including which media outlets had been en-
gaged in the implementation of the contract and how
much money they had received, because the munici-
pality invoked Article 9 of its contract with the agency
concerning data confidentiality. (Screenshot 1)

When it comes to the transparency of the state advertis-
ing process, it is certainly necessary to once again em-
phasize the blatant disregard oflegal obligations by pub-
lic entities, as well as by the Serbian Business Registers
Agency (APR) and even the Ministry of Information
and Telecommunications, as already discussed in the
introductory part of this report. Namely, the amend-
ments to the LPIM adopted in October 2023 stipulate



that the Media Register maintained by the APR must
record all public revenues received by registered media
outlets from public entities on any basis, including rev-
enues from state advertising. Unfortunately, this provi-
sion is not being implemented in practice.

Finally, attention should also be paid to the public
procurement process, which is important from the
perspective of transparency in the allocation of pub-
lic funds to the media. The only case in which a public
procurement procedure for state advertising in the me-
dia was conducted was registered in the Municipality
of Cajetina (“Pragma”). All other contracts relied on
the exemptions contained in the previously mentioned
articles of the Law on Public Procurement. However,
these procurements should also be registered on the
Public Procurement Portal. Unfortunately, this is gen-
erally not the case. Only five public entities published
all such allocations on the portal (the Municipality of
Cajetina, Public Utility Company “Cisto¢a” Kraljevo,
Public Utility Company “Pijaca” Kraljevo, the Krusevac
Tourist Organization, and Public Enterprise “Dom”
Leskovac). Out of the 389 payments we recorded, only
72 were registered on the Public Procurement Portal
(Chart 5).

Non-Discrimination

The EMFA stipulates that the process of allocating
funds for state advertising must be transparent, but also
non-discriminatory. Non-discrimination implies the
existence of clear criteria, accessible to citizens, for the
allocation of public funds to media outlets, in order to
make the distribution process predictable and subject
to public oversight. The aim is to ensure a fair allocation
of funds that encourages media pluralism and reduces
the possibility of favoring certain media outlets, that is,
political influence over them. In this regard, one of the
envisaged criteria is compliance with professional and
ethical standards of journalism, as part of the broader
effort to use public funds to promote the independence
and professionalism of the media sector.”

35 Brogi E., Borges D., Bleyer-Simon K., Carlini R.,Kermer J.,
Nenadi¢ I, Palmer M., Trevisan M.& Verza S. (Upcoming) Draft
study, Implementation of the European Media Freedom Act, pp.
43-44.
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Chart 6: Existence of criteria for the allocation of state adver-
tising funds (it includes all public entities to which requests for
access to information of public importance were sent)

Unfortunately, none of the observed public entities
have developed criteria for the allocation of advertis-
ing funds. The overwhelming majority explicitly stated
this in their responses. Six authorities pointed out that,
when engaging media outlets, they took into account
their local character (see Chart 6). The Public Utili-
ty Company “Vodovod Krusevac” stated that it has a
Rulebook on Advertising, Promotion, and Represen-
tation Expenses, but this document was not submitted
together with the rest of the documentation, making it
impossible to determine which specific criteria had ac-
tually been applied.

When it comes to criteria, it should be recalled that the
Law on Public Procurement requires the contracting
authority to clearly specify in the tender documenta-
tion the criteria on the basis of which the best bid will
be selected. In the only public procurement procedure
identified in this research, the Municipality of Cajeti-
na specified criteria primarily related to the price of
services, and to a greater extent to the experience and
expertise of the bidder. These latter criteria were elab-
orated and specified in detail, but it is certainly not en-
couraging that only one bidder applied for the tender.
The Municipality of Cajetina otherwise does not have a
general document specifying the criteria for the alloca-
tion of funds for state advertising.

Despite the fact that certain issues exist even within

this single identified public procurement procedure, it
should be emphasized that a process conducted in ac-
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Informer, co-incineration of municipal
waste, and the visit to Becej

Let us highlight one unusual case. Through
a direct order, the regional landfill company
Srem-Macva engaged Informer to publish an
advertisement concerning a “public call for
the selection of an economic operator related
to the co-incineration of municipal waste,
the reception of which is carried out within
the facility for secondary separation and
landfill disposal of waste” (Screenshot 2)
Moreover, Informer received money from
many local self-government units based
on invoices that do not specify what the
service actually referred to (for example,
invoices containing only descriptions such as
“Format 2 pages x 140 mm,” “Quarter page,”
“Format 2 pages x 50 mm,” “Supplement,”
etc.). However, invoices submitted to the
Municipality of Becej reveal that citizens
paid over 6 000 euros for reports covering
topics such as “New ambulance vehicle for
the Becej Health Center,” as well as reports
titled “Minister Irena Vujovi¢ visited works
in Becej” and “President of the Provincial
Government and Secretaries visited Becej.”
These are reports whose sole purpose is
the promotion of government officials,
representing an extremely poor practice and
one that is entirely contrary to the Law on
Public Information and Media. Given that
these are short, service-style texts, this case
also clearly points to excessive spending of
public funds, while there is also a possibility
that it may constitute an abuse of official
position.
NS /
cordance with the Law on Public Procurement ensures
a higher level of transparency, making potential irregu-
larities more visible as well. In other words, the research
and analysis of this mechanism would have been far
more effective if at least the larger payments had been
carried out through public procurement procedures.
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Screenshot 2: Request from the Srem-Macva Regional Landfill
to Informer

It should certainly be emphasized that the lowest price
should not be the prevailing criterion. When allocating
funds, consideration should also be given to the reach and
influence of the engaged media outlets at the local level,
regardless of whether the advertising is carried out directly
or through specialized intermediaries. The problem, how-
ever, lies in the fact that audience research data — such as
viewership, listenership, and readership figures — at the
local level are often not easily available or readily verifi-
able. Therefore, it would be extremely important to invest
in audience research in local communities.

The General Findings section already noted that there
are media outlets clearly privileged in certain local com-
munities, receiving the majority of funds both through
state advertising and through project-based co-financ-
ing mechanisms. In Krudevac, for example, these are
media outlets owned by relatives and close associates
of Bratislav Ga$i¢, the current Minister of Defense
and a senior official of the ruling Serbian Progressive
Party (SNS). These media outlets (ADD Production,
Pobeda, and Radio Television Kru$evac) received two-
thirds of the total funds allocated for state advertising
in KruSevac.

Funds for state advertising are also allocated to media
outlets that are record-holders in violations of the Ser-
bian Journalists’ Code of Ethics. For example, Informer
(Insajder Team) received approximately 12 000 euros



AKTVBHOCTM, Kao 1 CeuvjanHux aKkuMja, y 3aBMCHOCTM OA NPOLIEHE YrOBOPHUX CTpaHa, a
nocefHo cnesefinx cepsncHInX HchopmaLmja:

MapKeTUHLLKO- peknaMHo Orfalwasate, 3aBUCHO O notpeba u MmoryfiHocTU
YrOBOPHUX CTRaHa,

PenopTaxe ca TepeHa, akTyenHocTH, Kao U AeTarsu 13 Aenosarka BpojHnx cermeHata
Hapyuvroua ycnyra.

Ynaw 2.
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Screenshot 3: Part of the contract between the Public Utility
Company Obrenovac and Palez Stampa

in state advertising funds from the observed public en-
tities across the eight local self-governments (Chart 4).
According to research by the Press Council, this media
outlet violated the Code of Ethics as many as 1 456 times
during the second half of last year alone. Among the
beneficiaries are also Vecernje novosti (which received
slightly more than 8 500 euros from these eight munici-
palities for advertising), a newspaper that violated jour-
nalistic ethics 456 times during the same period.* In
this regard, the problem is not only that — contrary to
European standards — funds are being allocated to me-
dia outlets that violate ethical rules, but also that these
are national media outlets which, by all indications, are
not the most appropriate choice for advertising by local
public entities.

We also recorded the controversial case of the news-
paper Palez from Obrenovac, which has already been
covered by several online media outlets. The newspaper
has a long history of receiving budget funds despite not
being registered in the Media Register, which is a for-
mal requirement for the allocation of public money.”
Despite this, Palez continued to receive state advertising
funds during 2024 as well, amounting to approximately
25000 euros from the Municipality of Obrenovac.

36 https://savetzastampu.rs/lat/izvestaji/rezultati-ra-

da-komisije-za-zalbe-i-monitoringa-postovanja-kodeksa-novina-

ra-i-novinarki-srbije-u-dnevnim-novinama-od-1-jula-do-31-de-
cembra-2025-godine-2/

37 https://www.cenzolovka.rs/drzava-i-mediji/milion-di-
nara-iz-budzeta-novinama-koje-u-registar-medija-nisu-up-
isane-u-skladu-sa-zakonom/

Proportionality

The EMFA stipulates that funds for public advertising
must serve the public interest, rather than the interests
of those in power, and that such funds must not be used
to influence the editorial policies of media outlets or to
pay for affirmative and favorable coverage. In this re-
gard, it is important that these funds be aligned with
the public interest, meaning that the allocated budget
should be proportionate to the public interest and not
excessive.

In addition, when it comes to proportionality, attention
should be paid to the balanced distribution of funds ac-
cording to the type of media, as well as their local im-
pact. In Serbia, however, given the absence of verified
data on the readership, viewership, and listenership of
local media outlets, this latter criterion would be dif-
ficult to fulfill even if there were a strong willingness
among local public entities to comply with it.

The data obtained through the research are extremely
limited, particularly with regard to the specific purpose
and objectives of state advertising, as well as the im-
plementation of media services. Reports on the imple-
mentation of campaigns and the delivery of services are
almost non-existent. Therefore, it is very difficult to as-
sess whether the funds spent on public advertising are
at all correlated with the public interest, and especially
whether the allocated amounts are proportionate to it.
Given the exemption from the application of the Law
on Public Procurement, the available documentation is
reduced to rather general contracts, unclear invoices, or
analytical records containing very little information.

Although it is possible that the authorities conducted
market research and requested multiple offers for ad-
vertising services, it is impossible to assess to what ex-
tent consideration was actually given to the selection
of the types of media receiving the funds. Based on the
titles of the contracts and the limited information avail-
able to us, we established that the largest share of the
money was spent on advertising on television stations
(Chart 7).

We also recorded examples of questionable allocations
of funds that are entirely contrary to European regula-
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Chart 7: Distribution of state advertising funds by type of service

tions. For example, the contract signed by the Public
Utility Company Obrenovac with “Palez Stampa” con-

e N
Sabac: Three Privileged Media Outlets

Based on the documentation and analysis of
contracts and financial records concerning
funds spent on public advertising, there are
three local media outlets, i.e. media service
providers, in Sabac that receive significant
funding: AS Multimedija and RTV AS (sister
companies that together generated around 95
000 euros, and the newspaper Glas Podrinja
(around 23 000 euros), out of a total of 134
000 euros allocated.

These media outlets are also the largest
beneficiaries of project-based co-financing
competitions, having received more than
70% of the total funds allocated on this

basis in 2024. Glas Podrinja received around
59 000 euros, AS Multimedija just over 55
000 euros, and RTV AS just under 60 000
euros. A total of almost 243 500 euros was
allocated through the Sabac project-based
co-financing process that year.

- /
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tains a provision obliging the contractor to provide ser-
vices to the client “in a positive context, ensuring that
advertisements, reports, and other segments are pre-
sented exclusively in an affirmative manner” (Screen-
shot 3). This provision constitutes impermissible inter-
ference in editorial policy and is not in line with the
public interest, nor with the interests of citizens, who
have the right to an objective portrayal of reality, in-
cluding the work of public enterprises.

It is highly unusual that New Year’s and Christmas
greetings from the Public Utility Company “Vodovod
Zlatibor” were broadcast on Television Sunce from
Arandelovac, given that this concerns a geographical-
ly distant local self-government and that the television
station does not cover the Zlatibor region. This exam-
ple clearly indicates the absence of defined and publicly
available criteria for the allocation of funds, as well as
the possibility of arbitrary distribution of state adver-
tising funds.

The Municipality of Vlasotince signed a contract worth
around 6000 euros with Television Leskovac (owned
by Radoica Milosavljevi¢)*® which provides for the

38 Radoica Milosavljevic is one of the key figures in the process
of privatization of local media in Serbia and is considered a close
associate of Defense Minister Bratislav Gasi¢, whose family owns
several local media outlets.



broadcasting of reports up to three minutes long in the
news program Panorama “as needed,” guest appearanc-
es in the Morning Program lasting up to 15 minutes
“as needed,” and the broadcasting of announcements
in specialized advertising and announcement slots on
Television Leskovac. Although it is unclear whether
the contract was actually implemented (no analytical
records were provided, nor was the contract published
on the Public Procurement Portal), the content of the
contract indicates the possibility of excessive spending
of public funds.

Oversight

According to the EMFA, oversight should be carried
out by a regulatory body, which is required to publish
annual reports on the distribution of state advertising
expenditure in a manner that is publicly accessible and
easy to access.

In Serbia, however, comprehensive and regular over-
sight in this area practically does not exist, and this re-
port clearly demonstrates just how necessary it would
be. Oversight is occasionally conducted by the State
Audit Institution (SAI), but not systematically across all
municipalities, public enterprises, and institutions, and
therefore only irregularly. In the reports we reviewed,
very little or no attention was devoted to spending on
state advertising. In other words, although these re-
ports are extensive and detailed, they do not specifically
target state advertising in the media.

The Ministry of Domestic and Foreign Trade, which is
responsible for the implementation of the Law on Ad-
vertising, did not conduct either regular or extraordi-
nary inspection oversight concerning state advertising
for 2024, because, as stated in their response to us, they
consider this area to be low-risk. (Screenshot 4)

The Regulatory Authority for Electronic Media (REM),
under the Law on Advertising, is responsible for su-
pervision and for regulating advertising rules in elec-
tronic media through secondary legislation. However,
this Law does not recognize the specific nature of state
advertising, despite the recommendations of the Me-
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CekTop TPAHMINE HHCHCKIIGE HUjE WIBPLNO HMjEIaH PEIOBHM MHCTIZKIMICKH HAMIOP Y JOKATNHM
CAMOYTIPABAMA, AOKANHNM JaRNiM MPeay3chiMa 1 AOKAIHIM JABHHM YCTAHORIMA, OAHOCHO OTIAIIABAILE
HHX CAOMOYTIPABA i jasinx npeayscha v rpagosusa w onumimama; beuej, Kpywesau,
Kpanero, ILlaGan, OGpenorau n Yajetnna, ¢ oG3MpoM Ha TO J1a 0BA ACIATHOCT Hitje

na obyxeahena Cognusiy naanos wnenexkumjckor naasopa s 2024, ronuuy. Takohe, wije waapusen
HHjEIAN BANPEANNH MICIEKLHICKH a13op, GyAVhH 13 Hije NPUMULCHA W jEAHa NpeacTaska koja Gu Guaa
HHHUMATHIE 32 OKPETAILE NOCTYIIKA.

Carnacko oapeadn unana 10, crae 1. Jakona o micnexunjoros napsopy (" Cayswbenn raacwmk PC ", Gp.
36/2015, 4412018 - ap. 3axon 6 95/2018), [11a0 MICNEKUKJCKOT HATIOPA FACHHEA CC Ha YTRPHEHOM CTAILY ¥
ofinacti Hllcﬂl;k'lllljc KOT HAT30PA 1 NPOLCHT PHINKA. MHCI]CFI[M! JE AVKHA 22 CNPOBOIM MAAH HHCNCKLMJCROr
HATIONA, OCHM KA NoC mje HAPOUHTO ONPARLINE WIVICTHE OKOIHOCTH Kﬂjcj(‘ ¥ TOMC C\lpt."l:!i‘ai).

Hssajyhu ¥ BHAY HANPE] BABCACHO, KAKO TRAHIINE HICIEKUM]A NPATH CTaILE ¥ OBAACTH HALIOPD ¥ OKBHPY
CHOT JEIOKPYTA 0 Gy A¥hi 18 OrAJIABAILE KOjE j& KOje T HABCIM ¥ JAXTECRY, HUJE GHAD PIINUHO ¥ CMucay
JENOKPYTE OBOT MHCNCKUMIEKOT Oprana, Wero nije wn Guao npeamer Coguuiser niana MHCHEKUMiekon
nazopa 3a 2024, roanmy.

Takohe, Bac ofascimasamo aa je waspuwena 231 caywliena CABCTONABHA NOCETA. ¥ KOJHMA CY HHCTIEKTOPH
VNOINABAAN OAFOBOPHE ¥ BACHHTHHAM i OGPIIORNHM YCTANOEIMA NPEAIKONCKOT W WKOACKOr YIpacTa o
obaneIn NpUApKaBana oapeafn JaKom o oraawmaBaiLy, ¥ noreay sabpane oriamasaiLg y OKBHPY YETaNOBE,
OCHM AKD OFIAC CAYKH SATHTH OMIUTET KHTEPECA W HHTEPECA ACUE MM MATONCTHHKD, Ka0 W BICTHTHO],
OfPAIORNO] 1 CROPTCKD] AEAITHOCTH,

C nowrosanes,

Screenshot 4: Part of the scanned response from the Ministry of
Domestic and Foreign Trade

dia Strategy and the demands of journalists’ and me-
dia organizations. As a result, REM formally has no
authority to influence the process of state advertising.”
It needs to be added that the regulatory body has been
non-functional for an extended period of time, which
raises broader questions about its ability to adequately
supervise this area at all.*°

If good practice were established whereby state ad-
vertising is conducted in accordance with the Law on
Public Procurement — that is, if such procedures were
implemented in compliance with public procurement
rules, at least for larger amounts — oversight of the pro-
cess would also fall under the authority of the Public
Procurement Office and the Commissioner for the Pro-
tection of Equality of Bidders.

39 https://www.cenzolovka.rs/drzava-i-mediji/medijska-udruzen-

ja-novi-zakon-o-oglasavanju-ne-resava-pitanje-drzavnog-oglasa-
vanja/

40 Stojkovi¢, M. (2026). Implementation of the EMFA through
Amendments to Media Laws. www.slavkocuruvijafondacija.rs/
wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Implementation-of-the-EFMA-
through-Amendments-to-Media-Laws.pdf
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CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The observed public entities (eight local self-govern-
ments and a number of public enterprises and institu-
tions within their territories) do not meet the EMFA
criteria regarding transparency, non-discrimination,
and proportionality in the allocation of funds for state
advertising. The unpreparedness of local self-govern-
ments to implement these standards stems from the
low level of transparency of the process, the absence of
criteria and procedures for the allocation of funds, and
the failure to recognize media pluralism and the public
interest. The application at the local level of the same
patterns of allocating state advertising funds as those
used at the national level indicates the existence of a de-
veloped mechanism with a political background and an
indirect influence on the editorial policies of the media.

The transparency of the process is low: publicly avail-
able data do not exist, while the information obtained
through requests for free access to information of pub-
lic importance is mostly incomplete and confusing.

Transparency is further undermined by the fact that re-
ports on the implementation of allocations are either
not publicly available or do not exist at all, while in cas-
es involving specialized intermediaries in public adver-
tising, there is often no information on which media
outlets ultimately received the funds.

Non-discrimination is not ensured: the criteria for
the allocation of funds are not defined, and in practice
there is a pattern of favoring media outlets with an non-
critical editorial policy. Particularly concerning is the
fact that media outlets that fail to comply with profes-
sional and ethical standards are frequent beneficiaries,
which is contrary to the EMFA.

Proportionality is not respected: media pluralism,
local diversity, and the alignment of advertising with
the public interest are not taken into account. An ad-
ditional problem is the absence of data on the reader-
ship, viewership, and listenership of local media outlets,
which further complicates such assessments, as well as
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the insufficient information contained in contracts and
the unavailability of reports on the implementation of
services. Therefore, it is difficult to evaluate the pur-
posefulness of spending public funds.

Oversight is inadequate, practically non-existent: the
State Audit Institution very rarely conducts inspections
of public entities, while its reports are technical in na-
ture and do not specifically address state advertising
in the media. The Ministry of Domestic and Foreign
Trade, which is responsible for implementing the Law
on Advertising, does not exercise any oversight over the
state advertising process at all. This process therefore
requires significant changes in order to achieve compli-
ance with European standards.

Recommendations

The recommendations are addressed to the competent
state authorities, bearing in mind that the EMFA Article
25 is primarily regulating the conduct of public author-
ities in their relationship with the media. The purpose
of these recommendations is to improve the practice of
allocating state advertising funds in the media sector.

Transparency

In accordance with the EMFA and the principles of
good governance, public entities should publish all rel-
evant information on state advertising on their websites
in a machine-readable format, in a manner that is easily
accessible and tailored to the needs of citizens.

It is necessary to amend the provisions of the Law on
Free Access to Information that allow delays in provid-
ing data to applicants when it comes to spending on
state advertising (Article 16, paragraph 3).

It is necessary to review Articles 12 and 27 of the Law
on Public Procurement, which contribute to the lack
of transparency and the circumvention of clear proce-
dures for the allocation of state advertising funds, and
to harmonize them with the criteria established by the
EMFA. The allocation of funds on this basis through



public procurement procedures should become the
rule rather than the exception, and all allocations, re-
gardless of their amount, should be publicly accessible.

It is necessary to regulate the field of state advertising
more comprehensively through the Law on Advertis-
ing, in order to make the regulatory framework clearer
and more comprehensive.

In addition to publishing contracts and invoices, it is
essential that reports on the implementation of activ-
ities carried out by the beneficiaries of the funds also
be made publicly available, especially in cases involving
specialized intermediaries.

All funds allocated for state advertising must be re-
corded both on the Public Procurement Portal and in
the Media Register maintained by the Serbian Business
Registers Agency (APR), in accordance with the law.

The records should also include expenditures on mar-
keting, propaganda, and promotion on social media,
bearing in mind that, under the EMFA, these expenses
are also considered a form of state advertising.

It is necessary for media and journalists’ associations to
be included in the process of harmonizing the Law on
Public Procurement and the Law on Advertising with
the EMFA.

Non-Discrimination

Public entities must be required to establish and pub-
lish criteria and rules for the allocation of state advertis-
ing funds on their official websites. These criteria must
take the public interest into account.

Media outlets that do not comply with ethical and pro-
fessional standards, or that lack internal ethical codes,
should be excluded from receiving state advertising
funds, in accordance with the EMFA.

Persons connected to public office holders, as well as
persons in potential conflicts of interest, must not be
either direct or indirect beneficiaries of state advertis-
ing funds.

The criteria should take into account the needs of various
vulnerable and underprivileged groups (national and
other minorities, persons with disabilities, women, etc.).

Proportionality

Contracts must clearly define the relationship between
the funds allocated for state advertising, their intended
purpose, and the public interest.

Contracts must clearly specify the criteria on the basis
of which a particular media service provider was se-
lected. The lowest price should not be the leading or
sole criterion for allocation; other factors should also
be taken into account, such as the type of media outlet,
local diversity, frequency of publication, and verified
data on readership, viewership, and listenership at the
local level.

Contracts must clearly, precisely, and measurably de-
fine the purpose for which state advertising funds are
used and which campaigns are being implemented.

In addition to the media publisher, contracts must
clearly specify the particular media outlet in which the
content will be published (since some publishers own
multiple media outlets).

It is necessary to explicitly prohibit the financing of
affirmative and propagandistic reporting on the work
of state authorities through state advertising, as well as
any direct or indirect political influence on the editorial
autonomy of the media.

It is necessary to establish a transparent and standard-
ized system of independent audience measurement at
the local and regional levels, so that data on readership,
listenership, viewership, and digital reach may serve as
one of the objective criteria for the allocation of state
advertising funds.

Oversight

Introduce regular and comprehensive oversight aligned
with the criteria of the EMFA, with an obligation to
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provide detailed reporting on all local self-govern-
ments, public enterprises, and institutions.

Increase the capacities of oversight authorities and reg-
ulatory bodies, with particular attention to ensuring the
independence of these institutions. Oversight of these
processes should be carried out by the State Audit Insti-
tution, the Ministry of Domestic and Foreign Trade, the
Regulatory Authority for Electronic Media, as well as
the Public Procurement Office and the Commissioner
for the Protection of Equality of Bidders, which implies
that state advertising funds should be allocated through
procedures prescribed for public procurement.

It is necessary to establish a publicly accessible and
easily searchable database containing all forms of state
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funding allocated to the media, enabling simple down-
loading of data in an open and machine-readable for-
mat. The database should be structured in a way that
allows searches by the public authority allocating the
funds, the media outlet, the media publisher, the me-
dia owner, and the type of allocation, and it should be
technically interoperable with existing public registers,
such as the registers maintained by the Serbian Busi-
ness Registers Agency and the Regulatory Authority for
Electronic Media. The records should cover not only
funds allocated to media outlets in the narrow sense,
but also expenditures directed toward online platforms
and specialized intermediaries. Access to this database,
including browsing, searching, and downloading data,
must be free of charge.



Association of Independent Local Media “Local Press” has been conducting media research in local
communities for the needs of its member organizations for three decades. Its most significant indepen-
dent studies, conducted continuously over the years, focus on pressures on local media, the role and
position of women in the media, the information needs of young people in the sphere of public infor-
mation, and the informational needs of citizens. Together with other media associations, it has actively
participated in the drafting of the following documents: Strategy for the Development of Serbia’s Media
System (2020-2025) and Its Implementation: Findings, Attitudes, and Proposals of Media Professionals,
White Paper on Project Co-financing, Serbia's Media Freedoms in the European Mirror



https://localpress.org.rs/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/The-Strategy-of-the-Development-of-the-Media-System-in-Serbia-2020-2025-and-its-Implementation.pdf
https://localpress.org.rs/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/The-Strategy-of-the-Development-of-the-Media-System-in-Serbia-2020-2025-and-its-Implementation.pdf
https://www.ndnv.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/BelaKnjigaWEB.pdf
https://ndnv.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/PUBLIKACIJA-FV-2.pdf

