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Serbia:  Constitutional Referendum Results Obtained Only Under Severe Government Pressure

Opponents Demonized

Belgrade, Vienna, 31 October 2006. The International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights (IHF) and non-governmental organizations in Serbia, including the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, the Committee of Lawyers for Human Rights and the Youth Initiative for Human Rights are deeply concerned about reported irregularities in the conduct of the referendum on the new Constitution. The results of the unusual, two-day referendum on Saturday and Sunday, 28-29 October 2006, were announced to show that 51.5% of the total electorate backed the Constitution, passing the 50% threshold needed to validate the referendum.  The new Constitution asserts that Kosovo is an integral part of the country.  Only Serbs in Kosovo were on the voters lists and thus able to take part, as the Albanian population has boycotted elections since 1990.   

Serbian citizens were exposed to massive state pressure several hours before the closure of the polling stations. This pressure was made not only through appeals of different political leaders, but also through a media campaign
 that was beyond any objectivity. 

The president of the Serbian parliament, Predrag Marković, threatened the possibility of a dictatorship or a protectorate in case the referendum failed.  Inciteful rhetoric was used by leading representatives of political parties. Some claimed the failure of the referendum would delight Albanian separatists and their political mentors. Due to low turnout in Vojvodina, Srbobran Branković from Medija Galup stated that „the minorities in Vojvodina are not loyal to the Serbian state“, thus putting pressure on the minority representatives in the province. Serbian Prime Minister Vojislav Koštunica stated that every country that would recognize the independence of Kosovo would be perceived as hostile.  His statement is at the same time directed toward opposition parties and some NGOs that advocate such a solution.   

A press conference by the independent Serbian monitoring agency CESID was interrupted at the moment when the possible failure of the referendum was announced. (The CESID was also exposed to immense pressure and threats after it had published that the recent referendum in Montenegro had succeeded.)

Our organizations are concerned that the international community has engaged with the referendum process without serious observation or analysis of the process, and have accepted results that are obviously disputable. For example, on Sunday noon, Sandžak had only 14% of voters coming to the polls but at the end of the day the percentage rose to 60%.  The CESID’s small monitoring team of only 600 to cover 8,000 polling places was in no way sufficient.

We appeal to the international community to urge Serbian political authorities to desist from the public demonizing of opponents of the Constitution. There must be room in any democratic society for dissent and dialogue about choices as important as those addressed by the referendum.    

For further information:

Sonja Biserko, Chair of the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, +381 – 11 – 263 7116

Aaron Rhodes, IHF Executive Director, +43 – 1 – 408 88 22 or +43 – 676 – 635 66 12

__________________________________________________________________________

 
 Daily Danas, 30 October 2006: Jovanka Matic, media expert stated that „media have violated rules of a democratic society during the referendum campaign and during the day of voting. The Radio Television Serbia took the lead in this, an institution that should not be doing this”.
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