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ABOUT KLIKAKTIV

Klikaktiv - Center for Development of Social Policies is a non-profit civil society organization 
that provides legal counseling and psychosocial services to people on the move, asylum 
seekers and refugees in Serbia. The team is present on the external EU borders, namely 
covering border areas between Serbia and Croatia/Hungary/Romania, but also Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

The report covers trends observed in the field during our team’s visits to the informal 
settlements at the EU’s external borders with Serbia during July, August and September 
2023, including testimonies and quotes of refugees, as well as the photos of the living 
conditions. THe report also provides information on the context, including important 
legal framework and political trends regarding migration management in the country. 
We particularly shed light on push backs to and from Serbia, violence by the Serbian 
police and deaths of refugees on the route. We also wrote about recent shootings in the 
northern area of the country and smuggling networks suspected to be behind them.

For more information and regular updates on our work, you can visit Klikaktiv’s webpage 
and Facebook page.

For any additional information, comments or suggestions, feel free to contact us:           
info@klikaktiv.org.

https://klikaktiv.org/
https://sr-rs.facebook.com/klikaktiv/
info@klikaktiv.org
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KEY TRENDS (IN JULY, AUGUST AND SEPTEMBER 2023.) 

A vast majority of all Klikaktiv’s beneficiaries in the informal settlements were refugees 
from Syria and Afghanistan (94% combined). This trend has been present throughout 
2022 and 2023. Most of the newly arrived stated they had entered Serbia through 
Bulgaria, though in September there was an increase in the number of people on the 
move who stated they had entered the country through North Macedonia (app. 40%). In 
their attempts to leave Serbia and continue their journey, most people on the move tried 
to do so via Hungary or Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Push backs from the EU Member States have continued in the reporting period - majority 
of which happened from Hungary to Serbia. In July, refugees reported a practice in 
which the Serbian police organized buses at the official border crossings in which they 
collected those pushed back by the Hungarian police and drove them allegedly to the 
reception center in Preševo. The practice was not reported in the latter months1.

Push backs by the Serbian police were reported by people on the move on the border 
with Bulgaria in joint operation with Austrian police, and on the border with North 
Macedonia together with German police.

Klikaktiv continued to note a significant number of unaccompanied boys in informal 
settlements in the border area, particularly those younger than 14 years old, mostly from 
Syria. There is no access to social protection services for these children nor a functioning 
referral pathway to social workers mandated for child protection in Serbia.

Although in smaller numbers compared to refugees from Syria and Afghanistan, we 
continued to meet Turkish citizens who came to Serbia legally and tried to continue to 
the EU irregularly. Most of them are not in the squats at the borders for a longer period of 
time, but are accommodated in private arrangements and hostels and go to the squats 
only immediately before a “game”.

1 The practice was also mentioned in a local newspaper article available here (in Serbian).

https://www.subotica.com/vesti/odrzan-zbor-gradjana-makove-sedmice-tema-bezbednost-i-migranti-id47033.html?fbclid=IwAR2LpHCbJMbzABWU19QVJ9r7oOz242zYijZbHoOvGRRWqwmYd3q1BHCuq60
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SNAPSHOT OF KLIKAKTIV’S WORK 
IN THE THIRD QUARTER OF 2023:

Klikaktiv provided  legal and psychosocial 6332 services to 3114 unique beneficiaries in the reporting 
period. The number of new beneficiaries is similar to the number of people on the move reached with 
services in the second quartal, and 14% higher than the number of new beneficiaries in the same quartal 
the previous year.

Percentage of women and children (including unaccompanied boys and girls) among Klikaktiv’s  
beneficiaries in the border area is 6%.

Countries of origin: majority of people on the move12 came from: Syria (68%) and Afghanistan (26%). 
Refugees from the two countries with dire humanitarian situations and ongoing conflict comprised23 94% 
of all people in the border area that Klikaktiv provided services to. The Klikaktiv’s team also served people 
from: Algeria, Morocco, Egypt, India, Turkey (Turkish and Kurdish), Turkmenistan, Iraq (Arab not Kurdish), 
Pakistan, the African continent34, and Ukraine (all combined approximately 6%).

Number of field visits in the reporting period: 24
Number of different squats visited: 24 
(no new squats identified in the reporting period)
Estimated number of active 
squats in the border area, 
in the reporting period: 
more than 28 
Estimated number of people 
on the move in the squats 
in the reporting period: 4500

Borders covered: 
EU external borders 
(Hungary, Croatia, Romania), 
border with Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, and Serbia’s 
southern border 
with North Macedonia

Additionally:

3 asylum seekers represented before 
relevant public authorities and supported 
by the Klikaktiv’s legal counselor through 
the asylum procedure.
5 humanitarian workers, volunteers and activists 
provided legal information and training
20 media interviews, guest lectures, interviews 
with researchers and participation at conferences 
and other migration-related events.

2 The numbers refer to Klikaktiv’s beneficiaries in the border areas. The demographics might vary in 
official asylum and reception centers.

3 One of the examples is that the the UN urged Afghanistan’s Taliban government to stop torture and 
protect the rights of detainees in its recent report available here.

4 They did not want to specify their country of origin.
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CONTEXT (general situation of people on the move, 
including important events that significantly 
influenced the migration situation in the country)

Official data: In mid-September, the Commissariat for Refugees and Migration reported15 that 
there were 3203 persons in 18 reception centers that this government body manages, which 
have a total capacity of 5 755 persons. The majority of these persons accommodated in the 
SCRM’s centers were from Afghanistan, Syria, Morocco and Pakistan. The Commissariat did not 
note a significant increase in the number of people on the move compared to the previous year 
of 2022. At the same time, Frontex reported26 that: “During January-August period, the Western 
Balkan route, the second most active route with more than 70 550 detections, saw a decline 
of 19%, in large part due to tighter visa policies.” With half of all recorded entries to the EU being 
through the Mediterranean sea, the Western Balkan route remains the second most active route 
for refugees and migrants who are trying to reach the EU.

SERBIA’S (NON)ALIGNMENT WITH EU VISA POLICY: Over the period of 5 years, Serbia was heavily 
criticized by the EU officials for non-aligning with EU visa policies and introducing/maintaining 
visa-free regime with countries such as Iran, Tunisia, Egypt, Cuba, Burundi and India37. In the Non-
paper from May 2023, EU praised Serbia for introducing visas for the citizens of these countries, 
saying that Serbia’s previous visa-free regime led to “irregular movements of these nationals 
across Europe”.

Although, Serbia did (re)introduce visas for the citizens of the listed countries, only to again 
digress from the EU visa policy by introducing visa-free travel regime for citizens of Venezuela 
and Azerbaijan. On 14th July in Belgrade, Serbian and Venezuelan Ministers of Foreign Affairs 
signed the agreement on introducing a visa-free travel regime between the two countries. The 
Serbian Minister stated on this occasion that Serbia wants to develop “close and traditionally 
friendly” relations with Venezuela and that a visa-free regime will open many possibilities for 
cooperation. Also, on 6th September, Serbian Parliament ratified the Agreement between Serbia 
and Azerbaijan on introducing visa-free regime between the two countries. This Agreement is 
particularly relevant in light of the current Nagorno-Karabakh conflict between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia. Serbia also has a visa-free travel regime with Armenia, whose citizens can stay in 
Serbia up to 90 days within 180 days.

Klikaktiv expects that citizens of both countries may seek refugee in Serbia in the future period and 
calls for Serbian institutions to secure them effective access to asylum procedures, in particular 
at Belgrade’s airport. It is of most importance that both Serbian Border Police and Frontex, who 
are present at Belgrade’s airport, pay particular attention and sensitive approach to citizens 
of both countries who are entering the Serbian territory and to suspend any potential forced 
returns of these citizens. 

CHANGES ON THE NATIONAL LAW ON FOREIGNERS AND LAW ON THE EMPLOYMENT OF 
FOREIGNERS - In July 2023, Serbian Parliament adopted changes in the Law on the 
Employment of Foreigners, which grants asylum seekers the right to work after 6 months 
from the moment they applied for asylum (previously this period was 9 months). Also, 
people who are granted asylum will be able to work without being issued an official 
working permission which currently requires a long and expensive administrative 

5 The Comissair shared the data during a TV appearance in the national media reported here, in Serbian.
6 The report is available here and an accompanying map here.
7 Klikaktiv shared its view on the issue in a text available here.

https://www.mei.gov.rs/upload/documents/eu_dokumenta/non_paper_23_24/non-paper-maj-23.pdf
https://www.mei.gov.rs/upload/documents/eu_dokumenta/non_paper_23_24/non-paper-maj-23.pdf
https://n1info.rs/vesti/ministri-spoljnih-poslova-srbije-i-venecuele-potpisali-sporazum-o-ukidanju-viza/?fbclid=IwAR3SbshsG0t7OfRmtZhRQ90f2rnLHlPhPGI_pR3XjDjk69Nzg63tbZQQuEo
http://www.parlament.gov.rs/upload/archive/files/cir/pdf/zakoni/13_saziv/869-23.pdf
https://www.mfa.gov.rs/gradjani/ulazak-u-srbiju/vizni-rezim/jermenija-republika
https://kirs.gov.rs/cir/aktuelno/komesarka-natasa-stanisavljevic-za-dnevnik-u-rts-u-o-migracijama-u-republici-srbiji/4470
https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/news/news-release/central-mediterranean-accounts-for-half-of-irregular-border-crossings-in-2023-G6q5pF
https://www.frontex.europa.eu/what-we-do/monitoring-and-risk-analysis/migratory-map/
https://klikaktiv.org/journal/pgkoavyyg0ebexf04p1agwkkk5nofv
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procedure. Changes of the Law on Foreigners introduced an important novelty - people 
who are granted refugee status can apply for permanent residence after 3 years. 

On the other side, the minimum fines for the misdemeanors acts of illegal entry and 
illegal residency on the territory of Serbia, are drastically raised - from 5.000 RSD to 
50.000 RSD. And also, despite the fact that Serbia’s forced removal procedure is not 
in line with EU legislation and international standards, no changes were made in this 
regard. Primarily, foreigners who are detained in detention centers (and potentially are 
in forced removal procedure) are still not entitled to free legal aid. Klikaktiv published 
a detailed analysis and comparison of Serbia’s legislation and EU legislation when it 
comes to deportation procedure in its report “On the situation of refugees in Serbia, Legal 
analysis and Field report”, available on Klikaktiv’s website and this link. 

RIGHT TO REFUGEE PASSPORT: The case S.E. v Serbia concerns the refusal of the Serbian 
state authorities to issue travel document to a Syrian refugee, owing to a failure by the 
Minister of Interior to enact, since 2008 (when Serbia adopted its first Law on Asylum) 
any regulations, as subsidiary legislation, governing the content and design of the travel 
document for refugees, despite being required to do so both by the Law on Asylum from 
2008 and by the Law on Asylum and Temporary Protection from 2018. In its verdict from 
July 2023,  “the Court considers that the State authorities, by their refusal to issue the 
applicant with a travel document for refugees for seven years due to the absence of 
appropriate regulations to implement the Asylum Act, curtailed his right to leave Serbia 
freely to such an extent as to impair its very essence and deprive it of its effectiveness”. 
Klikaktiv hopes that this verdict will accelerate necessary changes in the asylum 
legislation and that the Serbian Ministry of Interior will start issuing refugee passports to 
people who are granted refugee status by the end of the year. 

FORCED REMOVALS AND READMISSION PROCEDURES: The Non-paper from May 2023, 
praises Serbia for effectively applying the Readmission Agreement in the previous period, 
but it also states it is “required to improve the readmission of third country nationals who 
have illegally entered the EU through Serbia”. 

The Ombudsman published its Yearly Report regarding the activities of the NPM for 
the year 2022. As the biggest shortcoming of the forced removal procedure, the NPM 
stated that often foreigners do not have the opportunity to indicate the facts that are 
considered to be obstacles for their forced removal to a certain country, nor is the 
existence of these facts established, which can lead to the violation of Article 3. of the 
Convention against torture. Therefore, the respect of the non-refoulement principle 
is necessary as no-one can be returned back to the country where there is a doubt 
that (s)he can be subjected to torture, inhuman and/or degrading treatman. During the 
2022, NPM supervised five forced removals during which 23 foreigners (mostly citizens 
of India - 11 of them) were removed from the territory of Serbia. In three cases, foreigners 
were removed from the Detention center in Padinska skela and in two cases from the 
Detention center in Dimitrovgrad.  

In the reporting period, between July and September 2023, NPM monitored the forced 
removal of two foreigners - citizen of India and citizen of Pakistan. They were detained 
in Detention center in Padinska skela for a few weeks before they were removed via the 
airport “Nikola Tesla” in Belgrade.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5e3766f903c72c513a16796c/t/5e89d1187de63058bf34fd98/1586090268016/Klikaktiv+-+On+the+situation+of+refugees+in+Serbia3730471276557711977.pdf
https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/#{%22itemid%22:[%22001-225763%22
https://www.mei.gov.rs/upload/documents/eu_dokumenta/non_paper_23_24/non-paper-maj-23.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A22007A1219%2803%29
https://npm.rs/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1212:%26%231079%3B%26%231072%3B%26%231096%3B%26%231090%3B%26%231080%3B%26%231090%3B%26%231085%3B%26%231080%3B%26%231082%3B-%26%231075%3B%26%231088%3B%26%231072%3B%26%231106%3B%26%231072%3B%26%231085%3B%26%231072%3B-%26%231086%3B%26%231073%3B%26%231112%3B%26%231072%3B%26%231074%3B%26%231080%3B%26%231086%3B-%26%231080%3B%26%231079%3B%26%231074%3B%26%231077%3B%26%231096%3B%26%231090%3B%26%231072%3B%26%231112%3B-%26%231086%3B-%26%231072%3B%26%231082%3B%26%231090%3B%26%231080%3B%26%231074%3B%26%231085%3B%26%231086%3B%26%231089%3B%26%231090%3B%26%231080%3B%26%231084%3B%26%231072%3B-%26%231085%3B%26%231087%3B%26%231084%3B%26%231072%3B-%26%231091%3B-2022-%26%231075%3B%26%231086%3B%26%231076%3B%26%231080%3B%26%231085%3B%26%231080%3B&catid=101:npm-poetna&Itemid=55
https://maps.app.goo.gl/MwjJ5Vkad1VLz7dV7
https://maps.app.goo.gl/4DEJCVvj6Vsu8g2F9
https://npm.rs/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1215:нпм-обавио-надзор-над-принудним-удаљењем-два-страна-држављанина&catid=110:2012-12-26-15-08-24&Itemid=113
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BALKAN DEATH ROUTE

Many people on the move lost their lives while trying to reach the EU, and one of the deadliest 
borders on the Balkan route is the Serbian-Bosnian border where the river Drina poses as a 
natural border between the two states. People on the move are forced to cross the river on their 
way towards Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) and they usually try to cross it between cities Loznica 
and Ljubovija, by using rubber boats or swimming across the river.

Klikaktiv located and visited two cemeteries in Serbia where people on the move are being 
buried - one in city Loznica (near the border with Bosnia and Herzegovina) and the other one 
in Šid (near the border with Croatia). There are 9 graves in the cemetery in Loznica and almost 
all of them, except one, are unmarked graves, with only “NN” marking and the year of death. 
According to the unofficial information that Klikaktiv gathered, all nine people who are buried 
here are males and only one person died of natural causes while others drowned and their 
bodies were found on the banks of the river Drina.

In the reporting period, Klikaktiv gathered information of at least 11 bodies that were found on the 
river banks, but the actual number of people who have lost their lives on this site is suspected to 
be much higher. Klikaktiv was also directly involved in reporting cases of people who have gone 
missing on the river Drina to the state institutions. However, state institutions were not very keen 
to act upon such reports nor to provide any information to family members. Instead, bodies are 
buried in a very short period of time, often without the autopsy and without taking DNA samples 
for future comparison and potential identification of the person. More on the dire situation 
between Serbia and Bosnia can be found in the article  “Death at the border”.

Photos 1 and 2. Cemetery in Loznica, near the Serbian - Bosnian border (August, 2023.)

https://maps.app.goo.gl/2kdBymQnqKNsqSWr5
https://maps.app.goo.gl/jpME8NRAppbYPCtw6
https://www.ifa.de/en/blog/article/death-at-the-border/
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Klikaktiv’s team also located and visited the cemetery in city Šid, at the Croatian border, where 
another 9 people are buried. Among them is also the grave of Madina Hussiny, a 6-years old girl 
from Afghanistan, who was killed by a train after her family was pushed-back from Croatia and 
forced to walk on train tracks back to Serbia.

Besides the border between Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, another deadly border is the 
border between Bulgaria and Serbia. According to Dejan Tosic, Chief of Police Administration in 
Pirot, a total of 13 people on the move have died on the territory of this police administration. He 
stated that one person was killed in a direct conflict while others have died due to exhaustion. 

Photo 3. Cemetery in Šid, near the Serbian - Croatian border (August, 2023.)

“It’s so difficult in Bulgaria. I saw dead bodies in the mountain while we were 
passing by. It’s so difficult to cross the mountain when you have to stay away 
from the main roads and hide from the police and locals. I stayed there for three 
days without any food.”

(11-years old unaccompanied boy from Syria, in a squat near the Serbian - Hungarian 
border, August 2023.)

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2021/nov/19/croatia-violated-rights-of-afghan-girl-who-was-killed-by-train-court-rules
https://www.dw.com/sr/srbija-migranti-zaglavljeni-problemi-se-mno%C5%BEe/a-66819277
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PUSH-BACKS TO AND FROM SERBIA

Push-backs remained a common practice on all borders alongside the Balkan refugee route 
in the reporting period. Between July and September 2023, 252 of Klikaktiv’s beneficiaries 
reported that they were pushed-back to Serbia at least once. Most of the Klikaktiv’s beneficiaries 
have entered Serbia from Bulgaria and almost all of them have reported violent push-backs 
from the Bulgarian border back to Turkey. On average, people on the move were able to access 
Bulgarian territory only on their 6th try. 

A new trend noted in the reporting period is that more people are also reporting push-backs 
from the Serbian territory. Klikaktiv collected two testimonies of Austrian and German police 
participating in push-backs from the Serbian territory back into Bulgaria and N. Macedonia. 
Most people are trying to cross from Serbia to Hungary and this is still where most people on 
the move are experiencing push-backs and violence from the Hungarian police - physical and 
psychological violence, rubber bullets and dog bites are just some of the examples. Another 
factor that leads to the increased number of push-backs is reintroducing police checkpoints 
on the internal borders within the Schengen area. Slovakia and Slovenia were among the first 
countries who have reintroduced police checkpoints on their borders with Hungary and Croatia, 
but are most likely to be followed by other countries on the Balkan refugee route as well.

SERBIA - HUNGARY BORDER

According to a Schengen Visa Info article, the Hungarian state authorities have prevented one 
million migrants from crossing the Hungarian south border since 2015 until September 2023. 
The Hungarian Prime Minister’s Chief Security advisor stated that the number of irregular entries 
has been increasing throughout the 2023, with Hungarian authorities apprehending 27,600 
individuals in the first quarter, 36,490 in the second quarter, and 43,300 in the third quarter of the 
year. Most of those people are of Syrian nationality, followed by Afghans, Turkish and Pakistani 
nationals, according to the Hungarian officials. Having in mind the controversial legislation and 
practices of the Hungarian police it is safe to assume that all those individuals were pushed-
back to Serbia, without the access to asylum and international protection.  

People on the move were reporting push-backs and violence by the Hungarian police on the 
same level of intensity throughout the whole reporting period. People on the move reported 

“Firstly, the Hungarian police officers were beating us with the police batons, and then 
they took our belongings - my phone and some cash. They ordered us to take off our 
shoes so we did. They threw away our shoes in the bushes and we had to walk back to 
Serbia barefoot. My feet are all bloody and covered with wounds. See how my friend 
and I have the same snickers now? We got them here, so that we are not barefoot 
anymore.”

(a man from Afghanistan, a squat near the Serbian - Hungarian border, August 2023.)

https://www.schengenvisainfo.com/news/hungary-prevented-1-million-migrants-from-crossing-the-southern-border-since-2015/
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that Hungarian police were beating them mostly with police batons, but police officers were 
also kicking them, slapping them and releasing dogs on them. Different forms of humiliation 
and inhuman treatment were also used by the Hungarian police - people on the move were 
stripped naked, their personal belongings were taken or destroyed before their eyes. People also 
reported that Hungarian police shot at them with rubber bullets. 

During the reporting period, many people on the move were planning to use a route via Hungary 
- Slovakia - the Czech Republic, in order to avoid Austria and its checkpoints at the border with 
Hungary. In September 2023, Klikaktiv spoke to a family from Syria who almost reached the 
Slovakian territory, but they were caught by the Hungarian police just a few kilometers from the 
Slovakian border and pushed-back to Serbia.  

In August 2023, Klikaktiv met another family from Syria in one of the squats in the area near 
the Serbian - Hungarian border. An elderly woman from the family initially injured her leg 
while walking across the   mountain called Stara planina between Bulgaria and Serbia, but 
sustained additional injuries while crossing the border between Serbia and Hungary. She 
was caught by the Hungarian police near the border and pushed-back to Serbia, without 
being provided the necessary medical aid although the woman was in pain and in clear 
need for medical attention. The Hungarian police pushed them back through the Roszke 
tranzit zone from where the family had to go back to the squat on their own.  

During the month of July, people on the move were reporting that Serbian police were 
participating and collaborating with Hungarian police during the push-backs. Klikaktiv 
collected several testimonies of people on the move who claimed that Hungarian police 
would bring people to the Roszke transit zone and hand them over to the Serbian police 
officers. On the Serbian side of the border, Serbian police would force people into a bus 
that would be parked just on the other side of the official border crossing point. People on 
the move pointed this location out as the location where they were forced into the bus. 
From there, the Serbian police would drive them to one of the camps in Serbia, mostly to 
Preševo or one of the camps near Šid. A man from Afghanistan reported that he was taken 
to Preševo, while an unaccompanied boy stated that he was taken to a camp in Adasevci 

“The Hungarian police officer slapped me across the face so hard that my left ear was 
sore and painful for days! My ear was literally ringing!”

(a 16 year old unaccompanied boy from Afghanistan, in an informal settlement near 
Serbian - Hungarian border, August 2023.)

“We crossed the border between Serbia and Hungary hiding in a van. It was an 
ordinary, white cargo van, and a bunch of people were pushed into the cargo area. I 
thought I was going to suffocate, there was no air. There was no control at the border, 
we just drove through. We had paid a lot of money for it. But near the border with 
Slovakia, we were intercepted by a Hungarian police patrol. And when they opened 
the van and saw us, they started shouting at us and they took out the police batons. I 
was really scared. Then they pushed us back to Serbia and here I am again.”

(a woman from Syria with three underage children, in a squat near Serbian - Hungarian 
border, September 2023.)

https://maps.app.goo.gl/V1wahVmrccDfGmQt6
https://maps.app.goo.gl/o7qKTMzuueJ8zuEM8
https://maps.app.goo.gl/o7qKTMzuueJ8zuEM8
https://maps.app.goo.gl/YBC2rVWvtH8XrqAQ9
https://maps.app.goo.gl/1e48MvCqa59MiNEY8
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together with other single men apprehended at the occasion. The practice of the Serbian 
police was confirmed on 28th June, during a meeting between locals from Makova sedmica 
(a village near the Serbian - Hungarian border) and government officials, in the following 
statement by Bojan Šoralov, the chief of police for the region: “The Hungarian authorities 
areturn migrants through specific transit gates on a daily basis, but until now we didn’t 
know how many people will they return nor when will they do it. But in the last three weeks 
we are aware of it and now we transport migrants to the camps in the south immediately.” 
On 14th July, CRM reported that there are 1400 Serbian police officers and 75 Frontex officers 
at the Serbian-Hungarian border, which also raises the question of Frontex responsibility 
and accountability in these actions.   

SERBIA’S SOUTH BORDERS

People on the move reported push-backs from Serbia’s south borders more frequently compared 
to the previous period. In most cases, people on the move were pushed-back to Bulgaria, since 
this is the most frequently used route and entry point. However, two cases stood out, one is a 
testimony of a group of Afghans who were pushed back to Bulgaria by the joint police patrol 
of Serbian and Austrian police officers and another one is a testimony of two related Iraqi 
families who were pushed back to N. Macedonia by the joint police patrol of Serbian and 
German police officers. Klikaktiv already reported details of the testimony of Afghan nationals 
who were pushed-back by the joint patrol of Austrian and Serbian police, which is available on 
Klikaktiv’s website and Klikaktiv’s Facebook page. 

At the beginning of September, Klikaktiv met two families from Iraq - a married couple with 
3 underaged children and husband’s wife with her 4 underaged children. According to their 
testimony, they were pushed back to North Macedonia by the joint patrol of Serbian and German 
police officers in mid August, after they were caught near the village Miratovac on the Serbian 
side of the border.

“When you are caught by the Hungarian police, the most important thing is that you 
should not try to run and they might not beat you. When you see them, that’s it! You 
have to stop and raise your hands in the air. Game over.”

(a man from Afghanistan, near the Serbian - Hungarian border, August)

“It was two Serbian police officers and two German police officers. I know they were 
from Germany because I saw a German flag on their uniform. And because they 
spoke in English with Serbian police officers. They told us that we have to go back to 
Macedonia, that we can not go further. My daughter fell and cut her leg while we were 
in Turkey and that cut still hasn’t healed, see (shows the cut on the girl’s leg), I am 
afraid it is infected. I tried telling police officers this, but they didn’t care. They just said: 
“Go back!””, the woman with 4 children explained to the Klikaktiv team.

https://www.subotica.com/vesti/odrzan-zbor-gradjana-makove-sedmice-tema-bezbednost-i-migranti-id47033.html?fbclid=IwAR2LpHCbJMbzABWU19QVJ9r7oOz242zYijZbHoOvGRRWqwmYd3q1BHCuq60
https://maps.app.goo.gl/wzdMXJeddtFQyDjH8
https://kirs.gov.rs/eng
https://kirs.gov.rs/cir/aktuelno/komesarka-natasa-stanisavljevic-sa-ministrom-unutrasnjih-poslova-bratislavom-gasicem-posetila-suboticu/4332
https://klikaktiv.org/journal/push-back-of-refugees-from-serbia-to-bulgaria
https://www.facebook.com/klikaktiv/posts/pfbid02Ur8NQh2hFuDUncsQxM2U1Vi1U4ej2CFCbKJ958XRChGxRYnk7XZFu2AXjJfqpoagl
https://maps.app.goo.gl/ehND7WW7zrSiWrPh7
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TURKEY - BULGARIA BORDER

Almost all people on the move who have passed through Bulgaria have reported push-backs 
on the Turkey-Bulgaria border as well as violence by the Bulgarian police. The violence usually 
happens on the border with Turkey and is followed-up by the violent push-backs, while the 
second most common point where people on the move experience violence by the Bulgarian 
police is in the capital Sofia. And although there is an increase in the number of asylum seekers 
in Bulgaria of almost 100% in 2022 compared to the year before, most people on the move have 
reported that they did not have access to asylum in Bulgaria. Any contact with Bulgarian police 
close to the Turkish border results in a push-back, while on the opposite side of the country, 
people on the move are being pushed-forward towards the Serbian border, but in both cases 
without the possibility to apply for asylum and be registered in Bulgaria. According to the AIDA’s 
data, in the previous year an estimated 5,268 pushbacks were conducted by Bulgarian police 
which  affected 87,647 persons.  

In July 2023, Bulgarian police conducted an anti-smuggling operation, resulting in the arrest 
of 15 individuals suspected of smuggling, as reported by Schengen Visa Info. During the same 
police operation, more than 300 migrants were detained in Bulgarian detention centers,  instead 
of being provided protection and effective access to the asylum procedure. The police action 
happened at the same time when the EU Parliament passed a resolution that urges the EU 
Council to prioritize Schengen accession of Bulgaria and Romania by the end of this year.  

Many people on the move have reported that they got separated from their family members 
in Bulgaria due to the actions of the Bulgarian police. In September, Klikaktiv met a 10-year old 
unaccompanied boy from Syria who was separated from his uncle in Bulgaria by the Bulgarian 
police. To his knowledge, his uncle was pushed-back to Turkey so the boy had to continue 
towards Serbia on his own.

“Anyone who sets on this journey knows that he will be beaten by the Bulgarian police. 
They beat us, release dogs on us, they take our phones and valuables. They even take 
our shoes off from our feet! We have video recordings of this violence, we publish it on 
social media for Europe to see…but nobody cares, it keeps on happening.”

(a man from Afghanistan, in Belgrade, August 2023)

“I am traveling alone with 4 kids - three boys and a girl. The youngest boy, who is 6 
years old, is my son and the others are children of my two brothers. Bulgaria was so 
difficult. We tried 3 times to cross the border but each time the Bulgarian police would 
send us back to Turkey. They beat us, all of us. They don’t care that those are children, 
they beat everyone, they simply don’t care.”

(a man from Syria, in an informal settlement near the Serbian - Hungarian border, 
September 2023)

https://asylumineurope.org/reports/country/bulgaria/statistics/
https://asylumineurope.org/reports/country/bulgaria/overview-main-changes-previous-report-update/
https://www.schengenvisainfo.com/news/bulgaria-15-alleged-people-smugglers-arrested-in-countrywide-operation/
https://www.schengenvisainfo.com/news/eu-parliament-calls-on-council-to-let-bulgaria-romania-join-schengen-by-the-end-of-2023/


A woman from Syria also reported that she was separated from her 17-year old brother 
when they were spotted by the Bulgarian police in a forest near Sofia. According to 
her testimony, the Bulgarian police started shooting in the air causing her brother to 
“freeze” on the spot while she started running away after hearing the gun shots. “He is 
in some detention center, I think. We spoke on the phone a few days ago, he said he 
can’t leave that place for now. I can’t wait for him in Serbia, the smuggler said it’s my 
turn to go to the “game” in a few days. Can you look out for him? If he ever shows up in 
this place, please just look out for him”, the woman said to the Klikaktiv’s team.  

SMUGGLERS AND SHOOTINGS

TERMINOLOGY USED IN THIS REPORT:

PEOPLE ON THE MOVE and REFUGEES are the terms Klikaktiv uses for its beneficiaries as they are 
more suitable to depict the position of people we serve.

MIGRANTS is a term that has been prescribed a negative connotation in the public discourse over the 
years, and it is often used in a manner that dehumanizes people who are already in a marginalized 
position and naming our beneficiaries migrants does not ameliorate their situation.

SMUGGLERS refers to individuals who engage in the criminal activity of transferring people from one 
country to another for a specific sum of money or in exchange for other services or benefits. More 
often than not, they pose an additional risk for the people they provide the transfer to. Most “high-
ranking” smugglers come from the same countries of origin as refugees do, but also from countries 
that are on the refugee route. An organized criminal group of smugglers as a rule include a number 
of persons in a hierarchy, with the low ranking members present at each of the informal settlements 
in the border area, and in some of the official camps as well. They usually carry a weapon, either 
knives or fire arms at their side. 

TRAFFICKING IN HUMAN BEINGS: The line between smuggling and trafficking is more often than not 
blurred in the context of migration in Serbia specifically, particularly concerning some of the cases 
observed by Klikaktiv team in the informal settlements. It is not rare that a person who has ran out of 
money to pay the smugglers for “game” (an attempt to cross the border into the next country on the 
route), is exploited through forced labor or sexual services, suffer through various forms of violence, 
or have their families blackmailed to pay more money in order to have them released from capture. 
Most common victims of trafficking among the refugee population in Serbia are women, girls and 
unaccompanied boys, though there are also adult men who have been victims of these forms of 
abuse too.

The spread of trafficking and the increase of risk levels among the refugee population in the country 
can be ascribed to several factors: the official EU borders closure in 2016., slow inadequate and 
nonfunctional asylum system in countries on the route such as Bulgaria and Serbia, leaving refugees 
in the hands of smugglers as their only option to continue their journey and reach safety. Creating 
safe pathways to asylum would not eradicate trafficking in human beings completely, but would 
significantly lower the risks compared to the current situation in which refugees are forced to obey 
any ask posed by the organized group of smugglers as they are their only option48. 

8 More information about smuggling and the background of the issue in Serbia can be found in our 
previous quarterly report here.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1dM1sk_y11zY5A6CQEZMq0_xEQQmgdH26/view
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The distinction in terminology is primarily made in order to combat the mainstream narrative in 
the Serbian public and media which depicts all migrants as perpetrators of violence, which have 
become a fairly regular occurrence in the north of Serbia, near the border with Hungary. Such 
narratives further harm the people on the move and the fact that they are often most common 
victims of smugglers and their conflicts is rarely if ever included in the media reports on the shootings. 

Since the first shooting that happened near Subotica in the summer of 2022, such armed conflicts 
had continued to be a fairly regular occurrence in the area of informal settlements in the north of 
Serbia, particularly near Subotica and Sombor, two larger cities near the Serbian - Hungarian border. 
According to data gathered by the Klikaktiv team through the Ministry of Interior’s official statements 
and the media, there had been 5 shootings in the reporting period, in which two persons were 
reported killed and more than three injured.  

The first shooting in the reporting period happened near Subotica and it was reported in a statement 
by the MoI here (in Serbian), while the information on the incident in English is available here. In the 
shooting a man from Afghanistan was reported killed and two other persons injured. After two 
days there was a mass police raid in the area in which 250 refugees are said to be transferred to 
a reception center. The following day Subotica’s mayor was reported appealing to citizens “not to 
provide logistical support to migrants, so they would realize they were not welcome in this area 
and would finally stop coming in such large numbers.” The statement was reported in the Serbian 
media here. These series of events are an example of the government’s management of the issue 
of armed conflicts between organized groups of smugglers: there is no distinction being made 
between the perpetrators and the rest of the people on the move, and the official statements from 
the authorities often include an anti-migrant element highlighting “safety of the locals first”. 

Photo 4. Front cover of a weekly political magazine in Serbia, with a title stating “Migrants or armed gangs?”, September 2023.

https://www.google.com/maps/place/subotica/data=!4m2!3m1!1s0x474366c168af38f9:0xdf19bd922a3d838e?sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjU3KfE4vqBAxXvgf0HHYdKCPsQ8gF6BAhWEAA&ved=2ahUKEwjU3KfE4vqBAxXvgf0HHYdKCPsQ8gF6BAhYEAI
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Sombor/@45.7911312,18.9922986,11z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x475cb590d0545f03:0xe7cfa5c7aea6c69b!8m2!3d45.773295!4d19.1151469!16zL20vMDFwc3Bm?entry=ttu
http://www.mup.gov.rs/wps/portal/sr/aktuelno/saopstenja/fb020953-c69a-448f-b1a8-0e8e2ddbf204
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/50650/afghan-killed-in-shootout-near-serbian-border-town
https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/ako-zmurimo-na-ovaj-problem-on-nece-nestati-sagovornici-danasa-o-apelu-gradonacelnika-suboticanima-da-se-ne-pomaze-migrantima/
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The next incident in the reporting period, in which a man from Iraq was reported9 injured on August 
3rd, was a precedent because the attack happened in an area densely populated by locals, unlike 
previous attacks which usually happened in secluded areas away from the local community. This 
sparked a new wave of angry outbursts in the local community and after a week a local was reported10 
in the media stating that they “self-organized to solve the problem of migrants”, explaining that a 
group of men from the local community regularly patrols the forest in which migrants are suspected 
to sleep rough. This comes after several appeals from the local community on how ineffective and 
futile police raids are, highlighting distrust they have in the government to address the issue properly. 
A right wing political party also issued an anti-migrant statement on the occasion, available here in 
Serbian. With due understanding of the fear and worry of the locals after the dangerous incidents 
in their community, Klikaktiv strongly condemns such actions taken by the locals discriminatory 
and dangerous, and calls on the MoI to redirect their strategy of addressing the shootings to target 
and criminally prosecute perpetrators, instead of forcibly relocating all people on the move. 

Apart from the clashes in the north of Serbia, in the reporting period there were attacks and incidents 
noted in the south of the country as well, specifically in the town of Pirot, near the Serbian - Bulgarian 
border. The town is the first larger settlement that the people on the move met upon entry to 
Serbia from Bulgaria, and on its outskirts also hosts one of the reception centers run by the Serbian 
Commissariat for Refugees and Migration. Since the end of 2022, the town has seen a significant 
increase in the number of new arrivals. On September 3rd 2023, it was reported11 that “a group of 
migrants who had been attacking other migrants and extorting valuables from them was arrested, 
and that the police also confiscated three rifles and two guns upon the arrest.” On the occasion, 
the town’s mayor issued a statement in which he called upon the Commissariat “to consider the 
possibility of increasing capacities of the reception center in the area or the options to make it 
quicker for the people to move to Subotica or abroad”. A week later, there was an announcement 
of a locals’ protest near Niš, another city in the area, over rumors that an old clinic in a village in the 
area will be converted to a migrant center. The mayor denied this stating that the building is in such 
a bad shape “that it is not suitable even for migrants”. 

9 The media report on the incident can be found here (in Serbian).
10 The statement was reported in the media here (in Serbian).
11 This was reported in the Serbian media here and the mayor’s statement is available here (also in Serbian).

Photos 5, 6, and 7. Suspected codes of various smuggling groups written on the walls of some of the informal settlements 
in the northern area of Serbia, July and August 2023.

https://www.soinfo.org/vesti/tag/bombe/?fbclid=IwAR0Ta7spXrIdecrxyiQTaiTNVtOyKtHC-8e-T3YjO8aajCJTCcaZZr3qwII
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Pirot/@43.1538344,22.4945886,12z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x47553d2989d04d59:0x7383af2486d0d7bd!8m2!3d43.1570535!4d22.5839865!16zL20vMDFwc2o0?entry=ttu
https://www.juznevesti.com/Drushtvo/Protest-u-Knez-Selu-zbog-useljavanja-migranata-u-Bolnicu-Sotirovski-kaze-neuredjeno-cak-i-za-migrante.sr.html?fbclid=IwAR17L0-LafgvVqsOwFSf49XqHGu5Z2iS3tVEdp363qDZwvOL2hiQ29-dEBw
https://www.rts.rs/lat/vesti/hronika/5249636/pucnjava-na-palicu-zivotno-ugrozen-strani-drzavljanin.html
https://n1info.rs/vesti/protest-ispred-kuce-u-hajdukovu-gde-su-bacene-bombe-sami-cemo-da-resimo-problem/
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The worrying trend of the shootings was also analyzed and addressed in a piece by The Global 
Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime which stated that: “Increasing migratory pressures 
in Serbia have led to conflict between people smuggling groups and crackdowns on migration. 
At least 125 000 migrants passed through Serbia in 2022, twice as many as in 2021 and the most 
since the 2015 migrant crisis, when 600 000 people moved through the country. As a result, armed 
conflicts between smuggling groups have escalated, prompting police to raid migrant gathering 
points. The EU has also called on the Serbian government to review its visa policy with countries 
such as Tunisia and Burundi, to clamp down on irregular migration into the EU12. The article analyzes 
human smuggling trends and increasing violence in Serbia following a resurgence in migration.” 

On September 4th, a piece of investigative journalism on organized criminal groups of smugglers 
and their mechanisms of weapons supply was published13. The journalist points to two individuals of 
Albanian nationality from Kosovo as main supply sources, and also includes quotes from smugglers 
and alleged connections in the police forces. In the end of September, a man from Kosovo was 
reported killed and another one injured in an attack near the Serbian - Croatian border. It was stated 
that the injured person identified the alleged perpetrator as a man from Afghanistan. 

On September 8th, four days after the piece on the smuggling and weapons supply was 
published, there was another shooting (reported here in Serbian), in the urban area of Subotica, 
in which a migrant was reported severely injured and hospitalized in the public hospital in the 
city (no information about his country of origin was published). On September 11th, three days 
after the shooting, the injured man was reported to have died succumbing to the injuries in the 
hospital. On the day the news about his death was published, there was another shooting in the 
same area, in which three persons were reported injured. On the following day there was a mass 
police raid in the area of Subotica where the two shootings happened, but also in the area of 
two other larger cities in the north of the country (Sombor and Kikinda). In the raid (depicted in a 
video here) 371 persons were allegedly transferred to reception centers. Two days after the raid, 
the Commissar stated in a TV appearance at the national media station that “the raid shows to 
the citizens of Serbia that the Ministry of Interior does not allow anyone to disobey Serbia’s laws, 
and that the Commissariat has enough capacity to accommodate in the official centers all 
those who sleep rough. (...) All institutions of Serbia coordinate their activities in order to ensure 
the safety of Serbia’s citizens”. On the same day, there was a meeting of the government’s 
task force for mixed migratory movement in which the continuation of regular police raids was 
announced. Again, the official statements from the meeting included discriminatory references 
of “migrants abusing Serbia’s hospitality” and “safety of Serbia’s citizens”. 

The depicted series of events show a pattern that many shootings and their aftermath follow: 
a clash between organized criminal groups of smugglers, a revenge, an indiscriminate forced 
relocation of refugees, heavily reported in the media usually with discriminatory narrative and 
anti-migrant  populist statements by the officials. It is worth noting here that such raids do not 
give any long lasting effects as the relocated refugees tend to return to the same location in a 
matter of days. Moreover, these measures do not address the core issue behind the shootings 
which are smugglers’ networks and their criminal accountability in Serbia. 

It was published in July that 62 persons suspected of smuggling Cuban nationals were 
arrested in a joint operation of Europol and Interpol. The report added: “Exploiting Serbia’s 
lack of visa requirements, the criminals flew the individuals from Cuba to Serbia and later 
transported them to Greece before reaching Spain. The investigation has revealed that 
an estimated 5,000 Cuban citizens were successfully smuggled into the EU”. However, 
the results of the state’s fight against smuggling groups are untransparent. The Ministry 
of Interior is the only state institution which publicly speaks about their actions and they 
report on the number of criminal charges. According to the MoI’s statement, they pressed 

12 Klikaktiv issued a statement on the issue available here.
13 The article is available here, in English.

https://riskbulletins.globalinitiative.net/see-obs-016/index.html
https://riskbulletins.globalinitiative.net/see-obs-016/index.html
https://riskbulletins.globalinitiative.net/see-obs-016/01-increasing-migratory-pressures-in-serbia-have-led-to-conflict.html
https://www.blic.rs/vesti/hronika/ubistvo-u-batrovcima-mladic-izboden-nasmrt/em42ckt
https://n1info.rs/vesti/subotica-pucnjava-migranti/
https://n1info.rs/vesti/preminuo-migrant-koji-je-bio-ranjen-kod-lidla-u-subotici/
https://n1info.rs/vesti/nova-pucnjava-medju-migrantima-u-subotickom-naselju-hajdukovo-ima-povredjenih/
https://n1info.rs/vesti/velika-akcija-mup-a-protiv-krijumcara-migranata-u-vise-gradova/
https://n1info.rs/vesti/velika-akcija-mup-a-protiv-krijumcara-migranata-u-vise-gradova/
https://n1info.rs/vesti/akcija-policije-protiv-migranata/
https://kirs.gov.rs/cir/aktuelno/komesarka-natasa-stanisavljevic-za-dnevnik-u-rts-u-o-migracijama-u-republici-srbiji/4470
https://kirs.gov.rs/cir/aktuelno/u-palati-srbija-odrzan-29-sastanak-radne-grupe-za-resavanje-problema-mesovitih-migracionih-tokova/4471
https://kirs.gov.rs/cir/aktuelno/u-palati-srbija-odrzan-29-sastanak-radne-grupe-za-resavanje-problema-mesovitih-migracionih-tokova/4471
https://www.schengenvisainfo.com/news/62-smugglers-of-cuban-nationals-arrested-in-major-eu-operation/
http://www.mup.gov.rs/wps/portal/sr/aktuelno/saopstenja/8b40c7d5-53a8-4b60-a9df-ca5032cbbc2d
https://klikaktiv.org/journal/pgkoavyyg0ebexf04p1agwkkk5nofv
https://balkaninsight.com/2023/09/04/albanian-supplied-aks-fuel-violence-on-refugee-route-through-serbia/
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116 criminal charges against 162 people (142 men and 20 women) in the first 6 months of this 
year. In the same period, MoI also confiscated 100 vehicles that were used for this criminal 
act. However, neither the Public Prosecutor’s Office nor the Courts have communicated 
towards the public on how many criminal procedures have actually been initiated based 
on those charges, nor how many people have been detained based on the charges and 
how many have been convicted. Lastly, in the beginning of October there was a report in 
the media on a joint operation of the Serbian police and Interpol in which refugees staying 
in a reception center seem to be indiscriminately and involuntarily registered (photos and 
videos available here). The video shows that all people on the move were fingerprinted and 
photographed during this joint action of MoI and Intrpol, but it is not clear what prompted 
the action and how these people’s persons data will be further used and shared. 

Through its direct work on the ground, Klikaktiv has met people who have been convicted 
for criminal act(s) and served a jail sentence, however after they were released from jail 
they just (re)established their connections with smuggling networks and continued their 
work within the informal settlements, since there is no social program for ex-convicts nor 
functioning return mechanisms for foreign convicts.

SERBIAN POLICE: RAIDS, VIOLENCE, ARRESTS

In the beginning of 2023, Klikaktiv noted14 for the first time testimonies of systemic police violence 
over people on the move at the hands of the Serbian police. In the reporting period, this violence 
continued both during massive police raids and during regular patrols. 

The police raids would usually ensue after a shooting incident in the area, when the police forces 
would go to several informal settlements in the area, gather everyone they would find there 
and forcibly transfer them to a reception camp15, usually the one in Preševo, a town near the 
Serbian - Macedonian border. People on the move would usually return to the squats at Serbia’s 
northern borders in a matter of days, yet they would have to pay 200 euros on average per 
person for a taxi, as there are no direct public transportation lines from the town to Belgrade or 
further north. The raids are conducted by the regular police forces, together with gendarmerie 
and a special forces unit, as depicted in the media coverage of the raids and as identified by the 
refugees in their testimonies that our team had collected on the ground. In mid-September, our 
team also witnessed an operation run by the gendarmerie forces at a squat in Subotica’s urban 
area. The officers stated that the people on the move apprehended at the location “will be taken 
to a camp”. Klikaktiv noted 11 raids reported in the media in the period July - September. 

The first raid reported on 4th July was organized in Subotica after a massive shooting16 was 
reported in the area 8 days earlier, in which machine guns could be heard near areas populated 
densely by the local community. This sparked a new wave of outrage in the local community and 
a massive police raid17 ensued in which more than 800 policemen apprehended 300 refugees 
and transferred them to a reception center. The raid was followed live in all mainstream media, 
and the Minister of Interior was present at the site too. Two weeks later the Minister of Interior and 

14 More information about the issue from this period can be found in our First Quarterly Report in 2023, 
available here.
15 There is a possibility that some people on the move are deported to North Macedonia during these 
police actions, but we do not have any viable proof or testimonies for the time being.
16 A video of this was posted online here.
17 One of the many media coverage of the raid, which also includes video published by the MoI, is available here.

http://www.mup.gov.rs/wps/portal/sr/aktuelno/saopstenja/e9589deb-3f79-41de-8c89-b4608fbeaac3
https://www.021.rs/story/Info/Vojvodina/354828/FOTO-VIDEO-Interpol-i-MUP-kontrolisali-migrante-kod-Subotice-i-Sombora.html
https://www.google.com/maps/place/pre%C5%A1evo/data=!4m2!3m1!1s0x1354f7e4c0da0fd1:0x3b633443b6fb680d?sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj8ypfS2_yBAxWJ_KQKHejzDKQQ8gF6BAgNEAA&ved=2ahUKEwj8ypfS2_yBAxWJ_KQKHejzDKQQ8gF6BAgREAE
https://kirs.gov.rs/cir/aktuelno/komesarka-natasa-stanisavljevic-sa-ministrom-unutrasnjih-poslova-bratislavom-gasicem-posetila-suboticu/4332
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hMXTmKLSmMyEQpGkBvVOq7TSW0ONvJ7N/view
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jtyDuGcOTIM&embeds_referring_euri=https%3A%2F%2Fn1info.rs%2F&source_ve_path=MjM4NTE&feature=emb_title
https://n1info.rs/vesti/policija-pronasla-300-migranata-kod-subotice-u-akciji-820-policajaca/
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the Commissar for Refugees and Migration met with the locals in the area who expressed their 
anger and mistrust in the government’s strategy of responding to the shootings in the area. 
The two high-ranking officials again highlighted that “the safety of the locals comes first”. In the 
media conference on the occasion they stated that 6.278 migrants18 had been transferred from 
the area to reception centers in the reporting period. 

Also, five days after the shooting it was announced that the chief of police of the region was 
released from duty, which was one of the requests of the locals’ protests. The newly appointed 
chief of police stated19 in one of his statements two weeks into the new role that “Even though 
reinforcements from the police units of Sombor and Novi Sad20 had arrived, he would still insist 
that the Ministry of Interior send additional reinforcements in the form of a special unit - an 
operational group which would be present in the area on a daily basis and help solve the 
migrant crisis”. 

These series of events depict a pattern in which the government of Serbia managed the 
response to armed conflicts between organized criminal groups of smugglers: responding 
with mass police raids of all people on the move indiscriminately, with populist media 
coverage and anti-migrant statements from high-ranking officials. 

In the following period, there were several more shootings and similar police raids. After one of 
such raids21 in the area of Sombor in mid-August, it was reported on another raid that yet again 
a significant police force was deployed, that firearms were apprehended and that almost 400 
refugees were transferred to the reception center in the south of the country. The Klikaktiv team 
visited the informal settlements the day after the raid and noted a significant number of people 
at each of the squats, with the same individuals suspected to be involved in the organized 
criminal groups of smugglers still present at all of the locations. 

Several days after another series of massive shootings in the urban area of Subotica in the 
beginning of September, there was yet another police raid (report here and video here) in which 
371 refugees are reported to have been relocated to official camps in Sjenica, Tutin, Krnjača 
and Preševo, as stated by the Commissar  for Refugees and Migration in a TV appearance in 
the national media here. The chief of police stated that, besides the Subotica area, the raid was 
conducted in the cities of Kikinda, Sombor, Šabac, Belgrade and Pirot as well and that a total 
of 619 migrants were transferred to the reception centers. The populist raids followed by the 
national media continued and another example in which the gendarmerie visits the informal 
settlements followed by the national media can be seen here. These reports are usually followed 
by statements that “the government has everything under control”, that “the local’s safety is a 
priority” and that “the migrant issue is solved effectively”. It is also worth noting that the Minister 
of Interior stated in the media22 that “the police is effectively managing actions against migrant 
smugglers” just a few hours before the shooting in Subotica’s urban area on September 8th, in 
which a person from the migrant population was killed in front of a supermarket. 

Besides the raids, refugees also stated that they had been experiencing violence by the Serbian 
police during regular patrols. In mid-August, our team met a group of men from Afghanistan 
who stated that the police would not allow them to go to urban areas of Subotica for grocery 
shopping. If caught doing so, the police would intercept them, take away their money and even 
the groceries they had previously bought. The same pattern of violence, theft and intimidation 

18 It is important to note that the number most probably does not represent unique individuals as a number 
of refugees our team had spoken to stated they had been forcibly transferred to Preševo by the police three 
or more times.
19 The statement is available in a media article here, in Serbian.
20 two largest cities near Subotica, where the shooting happened
21 reported here, in Serbian.
22 His statement was reported here, in Serbian.

https://kirs.gov.rs/cir/aktuelno/komesarka-natasa-stanisavljevic-sa-ministrom-unutrasnjih-poslova-bratislavom-gasicem-posetila-suboticu/4332
https://n1info.rs/vesti/ispunjen-zahtev-protesta-u-subotici-smenjen-nacelnik-policije/?fbclid=IwAR2jz0SQ_eWi_zJ-_9vVzio1u1KEfWEuICSQfdSqhMkTCLeeOUgI7eFUhkc
https://n1info.rs/vesti/ispunjen-zahtev-protesta-u-subotici-smenjen-nacelnik-policije/?fbclid=IwAR2jz0SQ_eWi_zJ-_9vVzio1u1KEfWEuICSQfdSqhMkTCLeeOUgI7eFUhkc
https://n1info.rs/vesti/velika-akcija-mup-a-protiv-krijumcara-migranata-u-vise-gradova/
https://n1info.rs/vesti/akcija-policije-protiv-migranata/
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Sjenica/@43.2668814,19.9684657,13z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x4757de16791c62d9:0xfd17808eb8a8110b!8m2!3d43.2722034!4d20.0060475!16zL20vMDlsbmdm?entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Tutin/@42.9893916,20.3225158,15z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x135327f61a99caeb:0xadf5b829117a6c4f!8m2!3d42.9892149!4d20.33166!16zL20vMDlsbmpr?entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Krnja%C4%8Da,+Belgrade/@44.8508218,20.482656,13z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x475a7b3b528cd165:0xb5aab52e795a420b!8m2!3d44.8475573!4d20.5185941!16zL20vMGZ0dGpj?entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Pre%C5%A1evo/@42.3156887,21.6541922,13z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x1354f7e4c0da0fd1:0x3b633443b6fb680d!8m2!3d42.3101762!4d21.6477076!16zL20vMDRtMXhr?entry=ttu
https://kirs.gov.rs/cir/aktuelno/komesarka-natasa-stanisavljevic-za-dnevnik-u-rts-u-o-migracijama-u-republici-srbiji/4470
https://n1info.rs/vesti/nacelnik-policije-osujecen-pokusaj-migranata-da-se-kriju-u-krosnjama/
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Kikinda/@45.8197243,20.3009805,11z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x4744ded8526e270b:0xe9da9f1be8b47026!8m2!3d45.8311778!4d20.4737889!16zL20vMDFwc2I1?entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Sombor/@45.7911312,18.9922986,11z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x475cb590d0545f03:0xe7cfa5c7aea6c69b!8m2!3d45.773295!4d19.1151469!16zL20vMDFwc3Bm?entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/%C5%A0abac/@44.7686997,19.5975884,12z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x475bcae3dfdcb3cd:0x73a997a93228cdf2!8m2!3d44.755274!4d19.692337!16zL20vMDE1bmxs?entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Belgrade/@44.8153704,20.2577861,11z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x475a7aa3d7b53fbd:0x1db8645cf2177ee4!8m2!3d44.8125449!4d20.4612299!16zL20vMGZoemY?entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Pirot/@43.1538344,22.4945886,12z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x47553d2989d04d59:0x7383af2486d0d7bd!8m2!3d43.1570535!4d22.5839865!16zL20vMDFwc2o0?entry=ttu
https://www.rts.rs/vesti/drustvo/5277354/migranti-subotica-.html
https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/povodom-eksplozija-u-hajdukovu-neophodna-ozbiljnija-reakcija-pu-na-jugu-srbije-kako-bi-se-rasteretio-pritisak-na-suboticu/
https://insajder.net/prenosimo/u-somboru-pronadena-382-iregularna-migranta-oduzeto-im-20-komada-hladnog-oruzja?fbclid=IwAR2FS0PWHN9m2zz_7sMqSiQZyrA7j44kUaGW9Q4Htu8t-bHtbaZnDgT6OUY
https://n1info.rs/vesti/gasic-policija-efikasno-sprovodi-akcije-suzbijanja-krijumcarenja-migranata/
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was reported by refugees from Syria in a squat in the rural area near Sombor, and these people 
were afraid they might get deported if the police found them in the city area. This is why they 
stated they have to pay taxi drivers to bring in the groceries and food to the squats for them. 
Besides people on the move in squats near Subotica and Sombor, the same forms of violence 
was reported in the testimonies of refugees near Horgoš, which points out to systemic use of 
beating, money extortion and theft by the Serbian police. 

In July, the MSF team operating in the informal settlements in the north of Serbia, witnessed 
another incident of Serbian police violence. In a statement on the incident they stated: “While 
our team was conducting regular mobile medical activities in the area of Sombor, two vans 
of the local police arrived. The arrival of officers created a situation of panic and chaos. One of 
our patients fled the mobile clinic during consultation. We then witnessed the police chasing, 
gathering and beating people from the informal settlement with batons. Our doctors treated a 
minor who reached out to our team crying and shaking after falling off the building stairs and 
spraining his arm while escaping out of fear.After the incident, the police collected personal 
items from the group, placed the people inside the van and left the location. A medical follow-
up for the group is crucial. Such use of force is utterly unjustifiable and inhumane.”

https://twitter.com/MSF_Sea/status/1679132019882688516
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MONITORING FIELD VISIT TO SOUTHERN ENTRY POINTS: 
BORDER BETWEEN SERBIA AND NORTH MACEDONIA

At the end of August Klikaktiv visited the Serbian border with North Macedonia in order to monitor 
the situation of people on the move at the entry point, particularly the access to services and 
the asylum procedure available to people on the move in the area. Also, as in our previous field 
monitoring visit to the Bulgarian border, we were particularly interested in the presence and 
conduct of Frontex and foreign border police officers; and the process of building the fence 
which Serbia and North Macedonia are jointly building on the border crossing point. The fence 
has been under construction for two years now and Klikaktiv had previously followed this process 
and reported on it in a report from 2021 and another report in 2022. 

Frontex and foreign border police: The beginning of the Frontex operation in the area was 
announced here. Additionally, the agency also published a report on its progress in the first 
month of being operational at the Serbian - Macedonian border. At the time of Klikaktiv’s visit 
to the border area, the Frontex staff did not have the mandate to act independently from the 
Serbian police and ought to operate in the area only in joint patrols. In Vranje, the largest city in 
the area, our team had noted three vehicles of Hungarian border police as well as two white 
vans with a label on them that stated only “police”. Given that we had already noted unmarked 
vehicles which were believed to be used by Frontex in Pirot, a town near the Serbian - Bulgarian 
border, it is possible that is the case with the two unmarked vans as well but it cannot be claimed 
with certainty.      

The locals that our team had spoken to seemed to be unaware of the Frontex presence and 
operations in their community, but did seem used to seeing foreign police vehicles in the area, 
and they were aware that these foreign police officers patrolled the border area with North 
Macedonia together with the Serbian police.      

The border fence: There seems to be no visible progress on the fence construction compared to 
the previous year. There is construction material scattered in the mountain area of the border, 

Photo 8. The Hungarian border police vehicles in Vranje, near the Serbian - Macedonian border, August 2023.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1nhUzUb-wat1g1j3S-tPwYvPS8uUgwqlB/view?fbclid=IwAR2IQOtXhZ8xskiou_u46XWcileJdCHLfnExtlo8LQkr8pV9gM5nW5OVSUg
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1EbfhJYj_5p6D5rKTojjhG1rZ8N7HAPqf/view
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=242116328302044
https://www.facebook.com/frontex/posts/pfbid0p75GduLti4ZLhxZ8PvJ3rFxfC8KFau44c2vyWHr1rggTNN5DPvQgdpK9JAJ3VbxHl
https://www.google.com/maps/place/vranje/data=!4m2!3m1!1s0x13551f9de98c11b7:0x5adfedd6444f368b?sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjRvMv9vP-BAxUDSuUKHbVQCh8Q8gF6BAgLEAA&ved=2ahUKEwjRvMv9vP-BAxUDSuUKHbVQCh8Q8gF6BAgaEAE
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Pirot/@43.1538344,22.4945886,12z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x47553d2989d04d59:0x7383af2486d0d7bd!8m2!3d43.1570535!4d22.5839865!16zL20vMDFwc2o0?entry=ttu
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but there were no apparent new segments of the fence built and it seemed that the construction 
work has been abolished for the time being. Below is the map of the current fence at the border, 
based on the data collected by the Klikaktiv team during a visit to the area in 2022, and more 
data can be found in a report on the visit available here. As a reminder, the fence is a double 
wired construction 15 meters high with a road between the two parts of about 3-4 meters wide 
to allow for more vehicles to pass through at the same time.      

People on the move in the area: Our team noted a high number of refugees in front of the camp 
in Preševo, and not any in the surrounding area near the Serbian - Macedonian border. The 
people in front of the camp were from Afghanistan, Syria, Morocco, and several countries of 
sub-Saharan Africa. The Serbian Commissariat for Refugees and Migration did not approve 
our request to enter the camp, stating that Klikaktiv’s services are not needed in the center. The 
locals who run business near the camp stated that once per week a bus would transfer people 
on the move from the squats in the north of the country to the camp. Movement around Preševo 
is particularly difficult as there are no public bus transportation lines running from the town and 
no direct train lines to Belgrade or further up north. So people on the move are forced to pay 
around 200 euros per person for a taxi to drive them back up north. A significant number of 
refugees could be seen around the town running errands.

Map of the border fence construction as mapped out 
by Klikaktiv in summer 2022. No progress was recorded 
by the summer 2023.

Photo 9. The border fence at the                               
Serbian - Hungarian border as photographed               
in August 2023.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1EbfhJYj_5p6D5rKTojjhG1rZ8N7HAPqf/view
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Pre%C5%A1evo/@42.3157448,21.6129924,13z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x1354f7e4c0da0fd1:0x3b633443b6fb680d!8m2!3d42.3101762!4d21.6477076!16zL20vMDRtMXhr?entry=ttu
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OVERVIEW OF SQUATS IN THE BORDER AREAS

What are squats? The squats are self-organized informal settlements where people on the 
move gather for a period of time. They are not official reception or asylum centers. These are 
usually locations such as forests, fields, abandoned buildings (houses, factories, farms) or a 
group of tents in the open. In the reporting period, the Klikaktiv team identified approximately 28 
active squats, with on average 50-150 people on the move at each location (which is a higher 
average compared to the previous quartal). In some squats, there can be from 15 to up to 200 
individuals. People in the squats tend to group themselves along the lines of nationality, either 
by location (so one can find a squat with just Afghan or Syrian refugees) or within the same 
squat. Previously, there was a smaller number of squats which accommodated a high number 
of refugees and migrants, with some having as many as 600 persons at a time. However, with 
frequent police raids in the previous six months people on the move tend to group themselves 
in smaller numbers but in more locations scattered near EU’s external borders with Serbia. 

Where are the squats located? The Klikaktiv team continued to cover the EU’s external borders 
with Serbia, namely the border with Hungary, Croatia, and Romania. Additionally, our team did 
monitoring on a monthly basis to the border between Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, as 
well as a yearly field visit to the border with North Macedonia23. In the reporting period, Klikaktiv 
regularly visited 24 of the estimated 28 squats in the border area, including the most populated 
ones with up to 400 individuals per location.     

Some of the characteristic features of a squat are: lack of safety and privacy, lack of basic facilities, 
no running water or electricity, isolation from the local communities, impeded access to local 
shops, etc. In each of the locations there are persons suspected to be involved in smuggling 
networks, posing a safety risk for all refugees, especially those from vulnerable groups at risk 
of gender based violence and trafficking in human beings; and they might impede refugees’ 
access to services offered by NGO and iNGO who visit the squat (More information about the 
smugglers can be found in the Context section of this report). Some refugees and migrants 
stay in a squat for a few days before continuing their journey, yet others might be sleeping 
rough in such inhospitable and unhealthy living conditions for several months. The duration 
might depend on several factors, including how much money the person can afford to pay the 
smugglers, their age, gender, physical fitness, mental health, if they are traveling alone or with 
children (especially toddlers and babies), or with an elderly family member…

23 Findings of the field trip to the southern border with North Macedonia, one of the two major entry 
points to Serbia, can be found in the section of this report titled Monitoring Field Visit to Southern Entry 
Points: Border between Serbia and North Macedonia on the page 21.

Photos 10, 11 and 12. Examples of different squats and living 
conditions in them, all three photographs were taken near 
the Serbian - Hungarian border, July and August 2023.
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Since mid-2022, Serbian police organized regular raids of the squats, especially after a 
shooting between the organized criminal groups of smugglers.These raids continued 
throughout 2023, posing another threat to those sleeping rough in squats and prompting 
many refugees to hide in smaller groups in fear of being detained by the police, forcibly 
transferred to the south of the country or possibly deported. According to the refugees’ 
testimonies, the police would raid the squats in early morning hours, and sometimes 
use physical force to detain people on the move, often destroying people’s personal 
belongings and stealing any money found on them. Some refugees stated foreign 
border police officers visited the squats a few hours before a police raid would ensue, 
they monitored the area and did a headcount, but apparently were not present during 
the raids. Some of the interviewed people in the squats stated Serbian police officers 
extorted money from them threatening them with deportation. More information on the 
raids and their background can be found in the Context section of this report.   

In the reporting period, the majority of people on the move still tried to continue their 
journey from Serbia through Hungary and Bosnia and Herzegovina. The biggest problems 
that people on the move in squats referred to remain police violence at the hands of 
Serbian, Hungarian and foreign police officers, with other common problems being 
skin diseases (mostly scabies) and infections due to untreated skin conditions, lack of 

Photos 13 and 14. A squat in Radanovačka šuma, a forest near the Serbian - Hungarian border, after a police raid, 
July and September 2023.



2525

sanitary facilities and ways to maintain personal hygiene, no access to health care and 
no access to safe drinking water. In the reporting period, the smugglers exerted a high 
level of control not seen before, both on the access of service providers to the squats, 
and on the refugees and migrants being accommodated there. There is a trend of a 
particular concern which indicates higher rates of trafficking in human beings in the 
squats. Most often the suspected victims are women, unaccompanied boys and girls 
and some men, with suspected perpetrators being involved in the organized criminal 
groups of smugglers.               

Why do people on the move choose to stay in a squat? The reasons stated by the people 
on the move interviewed by the Klikaktiv’s team are: requests and control by smugglers 
(they are required to be in the squat expecting the smugglers’ call to go for a “game”), lack 
of food and hygienic conditions in the official camps (mostly due to overcrowdedness of the 
camps in the northern area of the country), fear of detention and deportation by the Serbian 
police if intercepted in the urban area and others.     

Although on the move for a while, the majority of the refugees had no information about asylum 
and other relevant procedures in EU and in Serbia, their rights and duties, access to services 
(especially on access to health care, asylum procedure, accommodation, education and legal 
work). They usually made decisions about their final destination and their journey based on 
incomplete, invalid or completely false information provided by the diaspora, the smugglers 
or rumors from other refugees they had heard while on the move. Some of the common 
myths circulating among the people on the move are: that in Italy in 6 months they can obtain 
“documents” (unspecified) with which they can travel within EU; that one does not have to 
apply for asylum to be able to live and work in France, Belgium or Germany; that if they have 
their fingerprints taken in Slovakia, this will not be taken into consideration during their asylum 
application process in Germany; that certain countries are “better” (more favorable acceptance 
and access to work) for certain nationalities (i.e. it is easier for Afghan persons to legalize their 
stay in Belgium, or for Syrian refugees in Austria etc.).                 

Following are descriptions of specific informal settlements at the EU external borders, 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina, that Klikaktiv had worked in, in the reporting period.

Photos 15 and 16. Klikaktiv’s team on the ground July and August 2023.
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HUNGARY

Regardless of the systemic push backs, police violence, border fence and technology used in 
border monitoring and control, Hungary remains the most common country that people on 
the move go to from Serbia. In the reporting period, the informal settlements near the Serbian 
- Hungarian border were the most populated ones, and these were the squats where the most 
incidents happened: the shootings between organized criminal groups of smugglers, frequent 
police raids, angry outbursts in the local community. The squats are mostly formed around two 
bigger towns in the area: Sombor and Subotica.                       

There are four major informal settlements around Sombor and they are mostly populated by 
refugees from Syria. At all of the locations the accounts of  Serbian police violence during police 
raids have significantly risen in number and intensity. The raids have become frequent and 
regularly followed after a shooting between organized criminal groups of smugglers in the area. 
Also, refugees and migrants stated that they are not allowed in the urban area of Sombor and 
that if intercepted by the police there, the police would beat them, take their money and usher 
them out of the city. This is why at all of the squats they rely on taxis (both officially registered 
and “unregistered ones”) to drive their food and groceries in.               

Previously the most populated squat in the area of Sombor was located in an 
abandoned oil factory called Sunce in which there were up to 600 refugees and migrants 
accommodated in spring and early summer 2023. Yet, in June the police conducted a 
massive raid24 of the squat and destroyed all the improvised structures that the refugees 
and migrants had previously built up. Yet as early as August the squat was reestablished 
with approximately 150 people on the move staying there. Among them there were more 
than 15 unaccompanied boys from Syria, younger than 14 years old. The boys were in 
bad condition both physically and mentally: their clothes and hygiene were in poor 
shape, they were quiet and avoided eye contact with anyone, they wandered around 
the squat alone. Our team also witnessed smugglers taking away food and NFI from 
the boys, yelling at them and forcing them to kiss their hands “to show respect”, while 
the boys clearly seemed uncomfortable and scared. We also learned from conversation 
with refugees at the squat that they are unaware of any other informal settlements, 
which might indicate even tighter control by the smuggling network at the squat.  

24 MoI’s statement on the raid is available here, in Serbian.

Photos 17 and 18. The squat in the abandoned factory Sunce, near the Serbian - Hungarian border, September 2023.

http://www.mup.gov.rs/wps/portal/sr/aktuelno/saopstenja/06733507-dfba-46cb-8979-faff8e36d51d
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Since July, there has been a significant influx of refugees and migrants in the other three 
informal settlements in the area, presumably those who have relocated from Sunce or 
avoided it fearing more raids in the future. So in the reporting period, there were from 50 
to up to 200 people on the move accommodated at the three remaining squats each at 
all times. Also, in the three months our team identified a significant increase in women 
and children at the squats, and a significant proportion of them were traveling alone. 
Furthermore, most children with the family members staying in these overpopulated 
squats were younger than 5 years old.            

The women were usually confined to a single room and the access to them was either 
denied or closely guarded by people suspected to be involved in smuggling. The general 
conditions and relations among them point out to high risks of trafficking, although no 
detailed account by suspected victims was obtained in the reporting period. This is likely 
due to inability to have a private safe and unsupervised conversation with the women.  

Besides the squat at the Sunce factory, the three other larger squats are Odiseja, an 
abandoned restaurant; Hotel Talal, a term among people on the move indicating a squat at 
an abandoned house and Bakin Salaš another abandoned property squatted by refugees 
and migrants in the area. During July, August and September, there were a minimum of 
100 people on the move at each of the locations, and usually even more. During one of the 
field visits to Hotel Talal in early September, our team counted 400 refugees and migrants 
at the squat. Not all were sleeping at the informal settlement - some had left the nearby 
camp to meet with the smugglers at the squat and go for a “game”. There were several taxi 
vehicles parked in front of the squat at all times. At the end of September, we also identified 
10 women at the squat (8 from Syria and two from Iraq) and four of them were traveling 
alone. They stated they never leave the one room where all of them were staying, that there 
is no running water to maintain personal hygiene and that the food is brought into the room 
for them and they pay for it to the “organizer” with an unknown commission.       

“I am waiting for a call from my father to tell me when I can go to “game”, he 
arranges it with the smuggler. I have spent two years in Istanbul. I worked there 
in the black market but I could not earn enough to continue my journey, so my 
father had to borrow the money so I could go to Europe. So I have been staying 
here waiting for my turn to go to the border.”

(an unaccompanied boy from Syria, 12 years old, in a squat near Serbian - Hungarian 
border, September 2023.)

Photos 19 and 20. The squat in Bakin salaš, near the Serbian - Hungarian border, September 2023.
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When referred to or asked about the camp in Sombor most refugees responded that the 
official camp is unsafe due to smuggling groups who are operating inside the camp. Many 
refugees reported that smugglers inside of the camp extorted money from them. Klikaktiv 
spoke to at least three men who had been previously detained in one of the detention centers 
in Serbia due to “public security threats and risks”, but were afterwards accommodated in 
an official camp in Sombor.               

Subotica is the second larger town near the Serbian - Hungarian border with prominent 
migratory dynamics, with several larger and smaller squats in its area and rural parts of 
the municipality. Subotica was also the place where the first shooting between organized 
criminal groups of smugglers happened in summer 2022, in the suburban field area of 
Makova sedmica. This was also the place where the most recent shootings happened 
in the reporting period, during which 2 persons were reported killed and at least 3 injured. 
As expected, there were angry outbursts in the local community and several police raids 
of the squats in the area. Following are more detailed information on two largest informal 
settlements near Subotica, as well as four smaller ones (two in the urban area and two in 
forests in the municipality).            

One of the oldest and largest squats in the area is located at an abandoned agricultural 
property in Horgoš, a suburban neighborhood of Subotica. It is comprised of one central 
dilapidated ground building with several smaller facilities and surrounding fields. People 
on the move who stay in this squatting area tend to sleep rough in makeshift tents hiding 
in the fields, as the buildings are easily accessible from the road and the police can catch 
them more easily there. There is no safe drinking water at the squat, and no running water 
whatsoever. Previously there was a DIY system which enabled the refugees to have some 
electricity in the squat, but the system was destroyed by the police during one of the raids, 
as reported by the refugees.                     

On August 3rd, on the highway in the vicinity of this squat the Klikaktiv team witnessed a 
group of around 20 persons from Syria, running across the highway to the squat. There were 
women and toddlers in the group too. At that moment, two vehicles of German police were 
passing by, and when they saw the group, they turned on their rotation lights and started 
honking. The group ran away from the highway.      

Photos 21 and 22. The squat at an abandoned farm property in Horgoš, near the Serbian - Hungarian border, July 2023.
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The second larger informal settlement in the area of Subotica is another abandoned farm 
called Vitaminka. The squat consists of several abandoned houses-like structures, and 
refugees and migrants from different countries are usually accommodated there: from 
Afghanistan, Morocco, Syria and others, usually grouped by nationality. During the period 
from July till the end of September, only two of the houses were occupied, with refugees from 
Afghanistan and Syria staying there. In mid September, these people reported violence at 
the hands of Serbian police who raided the squat regularly. They stated they are beaten if 
they try to run away, and if they don’t the police does not use physical force, yet they are still 
transferred to a camp in Preševo by the police, without their consent.         

In the previous years, there were two squats 
in the city of Subotica itself. The first one, 
located at the abandoned train station, 
was demolished and in the reporting period 
there were no refugees staying at the spot.   

The second squatting location in the area is 
located a bit further down the tracks at an 
abandoned house, and this squat was active 
in the reporting area with primarily people 
on the move from Afghanistan staying there, 
including unaccompanied boys. They also 
reported frequent police raids at the squat. 

They stated that the police would also intercept them when in Subotica’s urban area, take 
their money and tell them to go to a camp, but the nearest reception center (in Subotica) 
would not have them because, as they were told, “the camp is for Arabs only”. Previously, 
they stated they were allowed to access the camp to have a shower or see a medical 

Photos 23, 24 and 25. The squat at abandoned property of 
the Vitaminka factory, July and August 2023.

Photo 26. The demolished building at the train station 
in Subotica, previously used as an informal settlement. 

The photo was taken on July 6th, 2023.

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Pre%C5%A1evo/@42.3156887,21.6541922,13z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x1354f7e4c0da0fd1:0x3b633443b6fb680d!8m2!3d42.3101762!4d21.6477076!16zL20vMDRtMXhr?entry=ttu


3030

care professional, but that has been denied recently too. It is possible that the Serbian 
Commissariat for Refugees and Migration who manages the camps tries to avoid conflicts 
by segregating refugees by nationality, yet these people are not provided an alternative.        

Another two smaller squats in the area of Subotica are located in the forest area of 
Radanovačka šuma and Tavankut. People on the move sleep in tents in the forest, usually 
scattered in smaller groups hiding from the police. At this location, refugees we spoke 
to also reported frequent police raids during which the police destroyed the makeshift 
tents. Nevertheless, the refugees keep coming to the area, albeit in smaller numbers. The 
smugglers’ control is particularly high here, and the tensions frequently escalate, allegedly 
between opposing criminal groups. The situation is similar in Tavankut, yet the tents here 
are more adequate and despite the police raids the squat is very active with a few dozens 
of people on the move sleeping rough there.            

The last important location at the Serbian-Hungarian border is Srpski Krstur, a village where 
there was a squat in the forest at the riverbank of Tisa, which in one of its part is a natural 
border between Serbia and Hungary, and people on the move did try to cross the border by 
boat in this area previously. However, in the reporting period the squat has been demolished 
and the locals our team had spoken to at the spot stated they had rearranged the area to 
make the riverbank accessible for the local community who wants to swim in Tisa. There was 
no significant migratory movement in the area for the time being, yet our team continues to 
monitor the situation. 

CROATIA

There are a significantly lower number of informal settlements on the border with Croatia, 
compared to the higher number of squats and intensity of migratory dynamics at the Serbian - 
Hungarian border. The only two locations with some significant activity are a squat at an 
abandoned building in the village of Kuzmin, and an informal settlement which consists of 
several makeshift tents in a forest in the village of Batrovci, both villages in the municipality 
of the city Šid. At both locations there are usually people on the move from Afghanistan. 
Some of them stay at a local’s house in Batrovci, at the edge of the forest where the tent 
squat is located, and the local lets them use the property and the well in the yard.      

Photos 27 and 28. Taken near the squat in Batrovci, used as a transitory squat in the reporting period, near the Serbian - 
Croatian border, August, 2023.
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The local was recently the subject of hate speech in a popular mainstream media platform, 
in a text published shortly after an armed incident in the area, and is a dangerous example 
of public campaign against anyone who helps refugees. The text is available here, in Serbian. 
Although the armed shootings were not as frequent here as they were on the Serbian - 
Hungarian border, the incident that prompted the hate speech against the local happened 
on 26th of September, and it presumably happened between opposing organized criminal 
groups of smugglers, as is often the case in the area on the Hungarian border. In the incident 
(reported here in the Serbian media), one person (from Kosovo) was reported dead, and 
another one (also from Kosovo) injured. One of the alleged perpetrators that the injured 
person identified in the police station afterwards is from Afghanistan.         

There were no particular incidents between people on the move and the locals reported 
to our team in the reporting period, and the refugees also stated that there were no mass 
police raids, at least not in the squat in Kuzmin.           

At the end of August, people on the move that our team had spoken to in Kuzmin also stated 
that the few who do try to cross the border with Croatia mostly do so hiding in trucks, and that 
they are often intercepted by the police who identify them on the scanners on the official 
border crossing. Some of them stated that the Croatian police use physical violence: when 
they discover the refugees in a truck on the scanner they beat them. The refugees stated 
that they did not see any foreign border police present during these incidents, and when 
shown Frontex staff’s uniforms specifically, they stated they did not see them. As a reminder, 
according to the Non-paper for Chapters 23 and 24  from May 2023, Frontex is supposed to 
be present at the border crossings between Serbia and Croatia, and might have witnessed, 
if not participated in the incidents of physical violence by the Croatian border police.

ROMANIA

In the reporting period, there was no significant migrant activity at the Serbian - Romanian 
border, as recorded by the Klikaktiv team. The only squat in the area, located in an abandoned 
and dilapidated milk factory in the village of Majdan, was used only as a transit squat and 
there were no refugees and migrants sleeping rough there on a regular basis.

Photo 29. The squat in Kuzmin, near the Serbian - Croatian border, August 2023.

https://www.blic.rs/vesti/hronika/muskarac-iz-batrovaca-vec-dve-godine-pusta-migrante-u-svoju-kucu-mestani-zabrinuti/y3gd29h
https://www.blic.rs/vesti/hronika/ubistvo-u-batrovcima-mladic-izboden-nasmrt/em42ckt
https://www.mei.gov.rs/upload/documents/eu_dokumenta/non_paper_23_24/non-paper-maj-23.pdf
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The Romanian border was not nearly as frequented as the border with Hungary, or even 
the Serbian - Bosnian border. The following quote shares the arguments that our team had 
often heard from the people on the move on the ground.

BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA

The number of people on the move trying to continue their journey via Bosnia and Herzegovina 
has been rising since May and June 2023, and the trend continued in the reporting period. After the 
Serbian-Hungarian border, this was the second most popular exit point from Serbia. Nevertheless, 
there is a distressing trend of an increase of the number of people who drown in the river Drina, 
a natural border between the two countries25. As a reminder Bosnia and Herzegovina are not an 
EU member country, and the refugees and migrants who manage to enter the country usually 
continue their journey to the EU via Croatia. Since 2018 when the Bosnian route became active, the 
most common points of crossing from the country to Croatia were from Bihać and Velika Kladuša, 
yet during 2023 majority of the people on the move are said to have shifted their journey via Tuzla, 
Kostajnica, Šamac, Banja Luka, Gradiška and on to Slavonski Brod in Croatia, the first EU member 
state they would encounter after Serbia and Bosnia.  Although the second most popular border, 
there are no larger informal settlements of people on the move in the area of Serbian - Bosnian 
border, as identified by the Klikaktiv team in the reporting period. It is assumed that most people 
go to the border straight from the bus stations in nearby towns: Loznica and Ljubovija, or some 
who can afford it stay in private accommodation arranged presumably by smugglers. There is an 
official camp in the area in the town of Banja Koviljača, which in the reporting period was scarcely 

25 More information about this is available in the Balkan Death Route section above on page 8.

Photos 30 and 31. The squat in the abandoned milk factory in the village of Majdan, August 2023.

“No, I won’t be trying to cross to Romania, it is very difficult there. The police beat you 
up, they take your fingerprints and then push you back to Serbia. In Hungary, the 
police still beat you up and push you back to Serbia, but at least they don’t take your 
fingerprints so you can try again.” 

(a man from Syria, at a squat near the Serbian - Hungarian border, August 2023.) 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Biha%C4%87,+Bosnia+and+Herzegovina/@44.8155938,15.8225209,13z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x4761406e6160d0e9:0x3cd88bdb0f9b8206!8m2!3d44.8119628!4d15.8685645!16zL20vMDJuNG1r?entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Tuzla,+Bosnia+and+Herzegovina/@44.1048972,18.4144725,8.32z/data=!4m6!3m5!1s0x475ead03ad64e779:0xa667fa80a17fd8cb!8m2!3d44.5374611!4d18.6734687!16zL20vMDJsZzRi?entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Gradi%C5%A1ka,+Bosnia+and+Herzegovina/@45.1415307,17.2374279,14z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x47675c1fd7e81e73:0xb69a0e9540e693f9!8m2!3d45.1469213!4d17.2546844!16zL20vMDV0bTBz?entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Slavonski+Brod,+Croatia/@45.1564103,17.9986627,13z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x475dba0125e6cc57:0xa99cb4401b060ad5!8m2!3d45.1631431!4d18.0116081!16zL20vMDEzNTJs?entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/loznica/data=!4m2!3m1!1s0x475961820eeb89a7:0x3e818e6d786cc8f?sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwi0tO2ykPOBAxVKxAIHHQk4BQEQ8gF6BAgMEAA&ved=2ahUKEwi0tO2ykPOBAxVKxAIHHQk4BQEQ8gF6BAgQEAE
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Ljubovija/@44.1865952,19.3565032,14z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x4759a054908bf019:0x9d0b2525c3d3d125!8m2!3d44.1884045!4d19.3774135!16s%2Fg%2F1q6j62zr5?entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Banja+Kovilja%C4%8Da/@44.5116995,19.1149039,13z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x475960dd211fbf99:0x7b7fa2e0334ab5b7!8m2!3d44.514849!4d19.1539547!16zL20vMGIzMmow?entry=ttu
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populated and accepting only families and unaccompanied boys to be accommodated there. The 
camp was re-opened on 21st September26, after renovation work. At the time, there were 12 persons 
accommodated in the center of capacity of 120 persons.       

In mid-August, Klikaktiv team met two unaccompanied boys from Afghanistan who were 
accommodated at the camp in Banja Koviljača at the time, and who had been previously 
pushed back from Bosnia and Herzegovina to Serbia. They stated they had crossed the river 
Drina in a boat. On the other side the Bosnian police intercepted them, and handed them over 
back to the Serbian police, who drove them to the camp in Banja Koviljača. They stated neither 
the Bosnian nor the Serbian police were violent at the time.               

As a reminder, a video of a violent incident in which Serbian police officers are shown to hit two 
refugee men kneeling at the official border crossing in Mali Zvornik. The Ministry of Interior stated 
an official inquiry into the incident had been launched, and there was no information on the 
outcomes of the inquiry in the reporting period.            

During our field visits, the Klikaktiv team had met people on the move from Afghanistan, 
Morocco, and the African continent (they did not wish to specify their country of origin) in 
the area. We identified two smaller transit squats - places where people on the move spend 
up to a few hours right before the game, but no refugees sleep there for a longer period of 
time. One of the squats is located at an abandoned business building near the bus station 
in Loznica, while the second one is at a dilapidated abandoned paper factory on the road 
from Loznica to Banja Koviljača.

            

26 The Commissaire visited the camp for the opening and issued a statement on the occasion available 
here, in Serbian.

Photos 32 and 33. The squat in Loznica, near the Serbian - Bosnian border, August, 2023.

Photos 34 and 35. The squat at the abandoned paper factory Viskoza, near the Serbian - Bosnian border, August 2023.

https://twitter.com/JackSapoch/status/1650523346138808325?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1650523346138808325%7Ctwgr%5E1403b137974cdd7badd0de81c5ba5a78b5f2b1d4%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.slobodnaevropa.org%2Fa%2Fmigranti-policija-nasilje-srbija%2F32378772.html
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Mali+Zvornik+Border+Crossing/@44.4035612,19.1216104,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x475968e9b561eee7:0x33a8e20760661df!8m2!3d44.4035613!4d19.1262238!16s%2Fg%2F11h10zts0?entry=ttu
https://kirs.gov.rs/cir/aktuelno/komesarka-za-izbeglice-i-migracije-natasa-stanisavljevic-posetila-centar-za-azil-u-banji-koviljaci/4479
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BELGRADE

To complement our core activities of service provision and monitoring in the informal settlements 
at the EU external borders in the north of Serbia, our team conducts weekly field visits in Belgrade, 
to monitor the situation of refugees and migrants in the capital. We have mostly met newly arrived 
men and unaccompanied boys from Afghanistan, and the majority of them either headed further 
up north to the border with Hungary, or to the Serbian - Bosnian border. The newly arrived also 
shared gruesome accounts of the violence they experienced at the hands of the Bulgarian police, 
and hardships crossing the mountains between Serbia and Bulgaria27. Some who cannot continue 
their journey straight ahead, either because they are too injured, or have run out of money to pay the 
smugglers, try to go to the nearby camp in Obrenovac, a municipality in the wider Belgrade area. 
Those who do so shared with our team that the Commissariat staff usually allows them for a night, 
and then orders them to leave, presumably due to overcrowdedness.              

Even though there is a significant proportion of unaccompanied children among the new arrivals 
in Belgrade, there is no access to social workers who are mandated for child protection case 
management in the Republic of Serbia. Also, a facility offering free showers and laundry for people 
on the move and people experiencing homelessness in the area run by Collective Aid, unfortunately 
had to close in the reporting period. This is another example in the trend of depleting resources 
available to refugees and migrants in Belgrade, regardless of the continuing high number of new 
arrivals in the area.                 

At the same time, the police patrols and raids of the area have continued on a regular basis in 
the reporting period. During one of the field visits, a police patrol approached Klikaktiv team and a 
policemen asked our cultural mediator to convey the message to people on the move “not to stay 
too long in the area because if the groups become too numerous or noticeable, we would have to 
inform the police brigade who would come and take them to Preševo”.             

Even though such raids are a regular occurrence in the squats at Serbia’s northern borders, in the 
capital they have an additional discriminatory element as they happen in an urban area where 
people on the move are mixed with the local population. During these raids the Serbian police 
racially profiled people in the area: they approached anyone in the area with a darker complexion, 
grabbed them by the arm, dragged to a police vehicle or a designated bus, and forcibly transferred 

27 More information about the trends and testimonies on Bulgarian police violence can be found in the 
Push backs section of this report, in the sub-section Turkey - Bulgaria border on the page 13.

Photos 36 and 37. The park in Belgrade downtown where most refugees tend to gather, the writing on the garbage bin 
says “The park is for Serbs”. September 2023.

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Obrenovac/@44.609978,19.9893963,11z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x475a16953d51d3e1:0xe7e5e0d4def3fd60!8m2!3d44.596795!4d20.1242053!16zL20vMDFwc2dz?entry=ttu
https://www.collectiveaidngo.org/
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them to a camp, usually the one in Preševo, at Serbia’s southern border with North Macedonia. The 
police did not check anyone’s ID or other documents, but just assumed who is a refugee or a migrant, 
based on their skin tone. Klikaktiv’s team witnessed one of such raids in the end of August, and the 
operation had all of the elements described.                

All of these police practices further inhibit the access to international protection of people on the 
move, and build a picture of the police as a security threat to refugees and migrants, instead of an 
governmental instance they would have to approach in order to initiate asylum procedure and 
legalize their stay in the country, according to the Law on Asylum and Temporary Protection of the 
Republic of Serbia.

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Pre%C5%A1evo/@42.3157448,21.6129926,13z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m6!3m5!1s0x1354f7e4c0da0fd1:0x3b633443b6fb680d!8m2!3d42.3101762!4d21.6477076!16zL20vMDRtMXhr?entry=ttu


CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

With further externalization of EU borders in the Balkan region, together with oppressiveness 
and systematic violence of the Serbian police towards people on the move, we can expect 
them to tend to avoid contact with institutions and accommodation in official centers 
during their stay in Serbia. This will further inhibit their access to asylum procedure and 
social protection, and will push them to the hands of smugglers who are likely to exert more 
power over the refugee population. This is also likely to increase the risks of trafficking, 
particularly for the women and unaccompanied boys and girls in the squats. With the 
likely increase of the number of refugees sleeping rough in informal settlements and 
continuation and potential escalation of armed conflicts between organized criminal 
groups of smugglers, it is likely the protests of the local community will escalate.        

In order to prevent further deterioration of the refugees’ position in Serbia, we propose a 
further set of steps to be taken as soon as possible:

1. Establish a functioning referral system for unaccompanied children in the squats 
to social workers who would conduct an estimation of the best interest of the 
child and propose an individualized set of measures for its safety and wellbeing. 
We particularly call on the Ministry of Labour to have social workers present during 
police raids in order to ensure the unaccompanied children are protected from the 
forced relocations, violence and retraumatization. Specifically, the social workers 
ought to make sure that during these raids the children are not transferred to the 
same camps as adults but to have them referred to a child-friendly specialized 
accommodation.

2. The state-run hospitals, with the cooperation of the MoI and judicial institutions if 
needed, to conduct autopsy and collect and store DNA samples in order to have 
the material for potential DNA comparison with family members’ samples, which is 
a necessary precondition for identification of the missing and dead people on the 
move.

3. For the Serbian government to make necessary changes in the national legislation 
which would grant the right to free legal aid to foreigners who have been detained 
based on the provisions of the Law of Foreigners.

4. We also call upon the government of Serbia and the Ministry of Interior in particular to 
stop the practice of collective expulsions of refugees from its territory and follow due 
procedure according to the Law on Asylum granting these people an opportunity to 
apply for asylum.

5. We call upon the media workers in Serbia to make a distinction between smugglers 
on the one hand, and migrants and refugees on the other when reporting about 
shootings and other violent incidents in the squats, as doing otherwise further harms 
the already marginalized position of people on the move.

“I regret doing this, now that I see we are not wanted anywhere, that we are 
humiliated, beaten and robbed on a daily basis. I regret all of this, maybe it would 
be better if I had stayed in Syria and waited to get killed in the street, but now I 
can’t do even that.”

(a man from Syria, near border with Hungary, September 2023.)



The photo was taken at a squat near the Serbian - Hungarian border,                           
in summer 2023. “Canim” in Turkish means “dear”.

The copyright of this report stays with Klikaktiv. 
All pictures that are used in this report are taken by Klikaktiv’s team,

if not credited otherwise, and copyrights are with Klikaktiv.


