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	z Media capture is quite visible in all Western Balkan countries. It affects media 
pluralism and media freedom, as well as the quality of democratic institutions 
in the countries. As a result, media capture impedes EU membership 
prospects in the Western Balkans.

	z The governments are the main direct and indirect captors in the Western 
Balkans. They often abandon or abuse their role of media regulation, 
ownership transparency, and protection of competition, causing media 
ownership concentration. Governments influence the media through 
regulating access to government news resources, directing advertising and 
other forms of public financing to shape a favourable public opinion. 

	z Weak media laws are not providing sufficient independence to media 
regulatory bodies. In the Western Balkans, the tight political grip on these 
bodies is further undermining their independence, creating a fertile ground 
for media capture. Key examples are Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo, 
where the media regulators are politically appointed, while in Serbia, the 
regulatory body is seen as an important instrument of media capture.

	z Public broadcasters are in constant financial struggle, dependent on 
government funding, which puts them in a position of political subordination. 
Data about funds allocated for media advertising is scarce or missing. In 
many cases, managerial or key editorial positions are directly chosen or 
influenced by political representatives, leaving more room for influence. In 
Serbia, national broadcast licences are granted to strongly pro-government 
operators that often violate laws and regulations, and do not meet basis 
ethical norms or standards.

	z One of the consequences of media capture is the widespread disinformation, 
which threatens the consolidation of democracy in the Western Balkans. 
Disinformation is an essential instrument for domestic and international 
players to achieve their political objectives and influence public opinion, 
such as Moscow’s campaign to maintain influence in the Western Balkans 
and damage NATO and EU enlargement in the region. This has shown to be 
extremely effective in the case of pro-Russian disinformation regarding the 
war in Ukraine. 
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INTRODUCTION

Upholding media freedom is one of the cru-
cial challenges for the democratic devel-
opment of the Western Balkans. The state 
plays a decisive role in the regulation and 
protection of media freedom by enacting 
laws that protect it and appointing inde-
pendent bodies that monitor compliance 
with the law. In the Western Balkans, the 
legal framework often looks good on paper 
but fails to provide adequate safeguards 
that would prevent their abuse. In addition, 
independent regulatory bodies that should 
provide an additional layer of security for 
media freedom are often abused and used 
as a tool for political intrusion and hin-
drance of independent media. 

Media freedom is also one of the key issues 
for Western Balkan countries on their road 
towards EU membership. On the one hand, 
media freedom is a vital part of the formal 
EU accession process within Chapter 23: 
Judiciary and fundamental rights, covered 
under the item “freedom of expression”. On 
the other hand, media freedom is a crucial 
precondition for a functioning democracy, 
which is, again, an essential requirement 
for EU membership.

According to the World Press Freedom 
Index of Reporters without Borders from 
2022, the Western Balkan countries sig-
nificantly lag behind most EU member 
countries, being placed from 57th to 103rd 
place with only one EU member state – 

Figure 1. World Press Freedom Index (2016-2021)

Source: Reporters Without Borders, Global Score of the World Press Freedom Index, 2016-2021.
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Greece, finding itself below the Western 
Balkan Six on the ranking list.1 In 2021, 
before the change of methodology of the 
World Press Freedom Index, the countries 
were ranked in a different order, but still 
from 58th to 104th place, with again only 
one EU member state – this time Bulgaria, 
ranked behind all of them.2

The European Commission’s annual coun-
try reports also provide an assessment of 
freedom of expression - for the level of pre-
paredness for membership and for prog-
ress. When it comes to the level of pre-
paredness, all six countries have “some level 
of preparation”. Assessment of progress in 
recent years, however, differs greatly. The 
most satisfactory progress was achieved 

1 Reporters Without Borders: World Press Freedom Index 2022, [online] Available on:  https://rsf.org/en/index 
[Accessed 25 October 2022]
2 Reporters Without Borders: World Press Freedom Index 2021, [online] Available on:  https://rsf.org/en/
index?year=2021  [Accessed 25 October 2022]

by North Macedonia, which made progress 
in four out of six last European Commission 
reports and is the only country in the re-
gion to achieve “good progress” in this peri-
od. Kosovo achieved “limited progress” in all 
but one of the last six reports, while Alba-
nia achieved progress twice. On the other 
half are Serbia and Montenegro, which only 
achieved “limited progress” once in the 
last six years, while Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina has not achieved any progress in free-
dom of expression in this period.

The freedom of expression challenges 
the Western Balkan countries face also 
vary from country to country, but there are 
some common problems. Media are finan-
cially weak and under serious political and 

Albania
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Serbia

2016 2018 2019 2020 2021

North 
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Herzegovina
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Figure 2. European Commission Country Reports - Freedom of Expression, 2016-2022

Source: European Commission Country Reports 2016-2022, Freedom of Expression - Assessment of Progress

https://rsf.org/en/index
https://rsf.org/en/index
https://rsf.org/en/index
https://rsf.org/en/index?year=2021
https://rsf.org/en/index?year=2021
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economic pressure. The atmosphere jour-
nalists work in is oftentimes hostile to crit-
icism, and the relevant bodies that should 
defend media freedom and enable media 
pluralism are often weak and under politi-
cal influence.

Some of the aforementioned problems with 
media freedom in the Western Balkan are 
considered a part of the phenomenon of 
media capture. Similarly to the concept of 
state capture, which explains control over 
state institutions by political and business 
interests, media capture represents the 
instrumentalization of the media by po-
litical or business elites. One notable defi-
nition describes media capture as a “situa-
tion in which the media has not succeeded 
in becoming autonomous to manifest a will 
of its own and to exercise its main function, 
notably of informing people, but has per-
sisted in an intermediate state, whereas 
various groups, not just the government, 
use it for other purposes“.3 Others define it 
as a scenario in which media are controlled 
“directly by governments or by vested in-
terests”.4 In the Western Balkans, media 
capture is primarily a phenomenon of con-
trol over the media by the state or other 
actors who use them as an instrument for 
achieving political interests. Media capture 
as a systematic problem is not only es-
tablished by direct control or influence of 
media outlets themselves but also by the 
abuse of media-related legislation, control 
over regulatory bodies and interference in 
the media market.

There are different elements of media cap-
ture present in all Western Balkan coun-

3 Alina Mungiu-Pippidi (January, 2008), “How Media and Politics Shape Each Other in the New Europe,” Romanian 
Journal of Political Science, Romanian Academic Society [online] Available on: https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/298647526_How_media_and_politics_shape_each_other_in_the_New_Europe, [Accessed 21 October 
2022], p.87–100.
4 Osservatorio Balcani e Caucaso, “Media capture: Toolkit for 21st century autocrats,” Media Freedom Resource 
Centre OBCT, [online] Available on: https://www.rcmediafreedom.eu/eng/Dossiers/Media-capture-Toolkit-for-21st-
century-autocrats [Accessed 25 October 2022]

tries, with some phenomena more present 
in certain countries. Within this policy brief, 
the scope of the analysis will be on the most 
important elements of media capture: the 
issue of media ownership and financing, 
independent regulatory bodies and public 
broadcasters. Additionally, the scope will 
also cover the problem of disinformation 
and its link to media capture, as it became 
increasingly important in recent years due 
to its profound effects on democracy. 

OWNERSHIP AND FINANCING

Media pluralism is based on various fac-
tors – economic, political and social, and 
the state plays a decisive role in its regu-
lation and protection. In the Western Bal-
kans, the states often abuse this role and 
damage media pluralism if the law that 
regulates media pluralism and indepen-
dent bodies does not have adequate safe-
guards that will prevent media ownership 
concentration. Creating an environment 
that supports and regulates the plurality 
of media through proper legislation and 
establishing independent bodies that mon-
itor compliance with the law, free from any 
external pressure, but also support smaller 
and local media outlets to provide a neces-
sary representation of the plurality of voic-
es, should be one of the state’s objectives. 
The media ownership concentration is a 
serious challenge to diversity, and it affects 
the entire media landscape, as it carries 
the presumption that one editorial policy 
can be applied to many media outlets. Gov-
ernments can also use their power to in-
fluence the media through advertising, 
which could have serious repercussions for 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/298647526_How_media_and_politics_shape_each_other_in_the_New_Europe
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/298647526_How_media_and_politics_shape_each_other_in_the_New_Europe
https://www.rcmediafreedom.eu/eng/Dossiers/Media-capture-Toolkit-for-21st-century-autocrats
https://www.rcmediafreedom.eu/eng/Dossiers/Media-capture-Toolkit-for-21st-century-autocrats
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smaller media outlets. Thus, governments 
can shape public opinion by putting pres-
sure on the media, censoring content that 
is not in line with government policy, and 
thus preventing any criticism.

In most of the countries of the Western 
Balkans the media landscape is high-
ly fragmented. Out of the entire West-
ern Balkan region, Serbia has the highest 
number of media outlets - with over 2,500 
media outlets registered in the country. As 
of 2022, the number includes 937 print me-
dia, 751 internet portals, 333 radio stations, 
244 TV stations, 28 news agencies and 84 
websites which are not classified as media 
but provide information.5 Media landscape 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina is also highly 
fragmented, with more than 100 TV sta-
tions, 150 radios, 8 daily newspapers and 8 
news agencies, and a number of web out-
lets.6

The number of media outlets is much high-
er in Albania and Montenegro in relation 
to the market size of the countries. How-
ever, a considerable number of media and 
fragmentation do not necessarily imply the 
pluralism of information and opinions.

While the media markets in all these coun-
tries are fragmented, their ownership is 
often obscure and media concentration is 
thriving.

This is most notable in Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Kosovo and Serbia. As the 
European Commission noted in its 2022 
country reports, in Albania, market and 
audience concentration and lack of trans-
parency of media funding remain issues of 

5 N1: Studija: U Srbiji zvanično radi 2508 medija, tržište neodrživo, [online] Available on: https://rs.n1info.com/
biznis/studija-u-srbiji-zvanicno-radi-2508-medija-trziste-neodrzivo/ [Accessed 25 October 2022]
6 Prisma Research and Consulting, “Procjena potreba medijskog sektora u Bosni i Hercegovini - Izvješće o 
provedenom istraživanju javnog mišljenja o potrebama medijskog sektora u BiH”, [online] Available on: https://www.
osce.org/files/f/documents/a/9/520154.pdf, [Accessed 25 October 2022]

concern as regards media freedom in the 
country. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, no 
steps were taken to adopt legislation on 
media ownership transparency, including 
the prevention of hidden media concentra-
tion. A similar situation related to media 
ownership transparency remains in Koso-
vo, as the information on media ownership 
structures, in particular for online media, 
remains unclear and often fictitious, as 
most media do not provide information on 
their finances or real ownership. In Serbia, 
the Media Strategy whose enactment and 
implementation have been substantially 
delayed includes measures to address is-
sues of transparency in ownership struc-
tures and fairness in financing media con-
tent and advertising from state resources.

Throughout the Western Balkans, a hand-
ful of people closely linked to the regimes 
own a considerable number of media out-
lets. In addition, the states often exert 
pressure through state aid and advertis-
ing, influencing editorial policy and ham-
pering media independence. The situation 
when there is no adequate legislation on 
media ownership transparency, media con-
centration, legislation on advertising or 
criteria for the distribution of subsidies is 
proven to be a fertile ground for political 
pressures.

Serbia serves as an example of such a me-
dia environment. While the Media Strate-
gy includes measures to address issues of 
transparency in ownership structures and 
fairness in financing media content and ad-
vertising from state resources is overdue, 
the biggest profiteers of the public compe-
titions for co-financing are the media close 

https://rs.n1info.com/biznis/studija-u-srbiji-zvanicno-radi-2508-medija-trziste-neodrzivo/
https://rs.n1info.com/biznis/studija-u-srbiji-zvanicno-radi-2508-medija-trziste-neodrzivo/
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/a/9/520154.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/a/9/520154.pdf
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to the government.7 Serbia is an example 
of a media environment heavily dominated 
by the ruling party, as the majority of do-
mestic media owners have political ties to 
President Aleksandar Vučić and the ruling 
Serbian Progressive Party (SNS).8 This has 
practical effects on political pluralism as 
well, as reporting of such media is highly 
biassed. 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, there are 
publicly owned businesses and advertising 
agencies linked to political parties, which 
presents a serious threat to media integ-
rity. Local broadcasters that receive fund-
ing from local authorities remain subject 
to political pressure and influence.9 Most 
media are held by local actors and affiliated 
with local political parties which, through 
financing schemes, business and personal 
connections, have the power to meddle in 
the media’s editorial policies.10

In North Macedonia, the situation is, to 
some extent, better as the Media Agen-
cy monitors media ownership regularly. 
However, the comprehensive reform of the 
public service broadcaster is also at a stale-
mate.

7 BIRN: RTV Novi Pazar apsolutni rekorder u medijskom finansiranju, [online] Available at: https://www.danas.rs/
vesti/drustvo/birn-rtv-novi-pazar-apsolutni-rekorder-u-medijskom-finansiranju/ [Accessed 21 October 2022]
8 Media Ownership Monitor Serbia, “Print Market“, [online] Available at: https://serbia.mom-rsf.org/en/media/
print/  [Accessed 21 October 2022]
9 European Commission (October, 2022), Bosnia and Herzegovina Report 2022, [online] Available at: https://
neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/bosnia-and-herzegovina-report-2022_en  [Accessed 21 October 2022]
10 TACSO, Sustainability of Professional Journalism in the Media Business Environment of the Western Balkans, 
Available on: https://tacso.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Sustainability-of-Professional-Journalism-in-WB-
Study-National-Data-Overview-BiH-final.pdf [Accessed 21 October 2022], p.8.
11 European Commission (October, 2022), Albania Report 2022, [online] Available on: https://neighbourhood-
enlargement.ec.europa.eu/albania-report-2022_en  [Accessed 21 October 2022]

On the other hand, the lack of financial 
sustainability leaves the media vulnerable 
to political and business interests. This is 
the case in Kosovo, as the media sector 
remains heavily dependent on donors and 
advertising from the government and po-
litical parties. In Albania, high-profile busi-
ness groups have increased their econom-
ic penetration in the media market, which 
raised concerns about the use of media 
channels to promote owners’ economic in-
terests and political agendas.11

 The situation in Montenegro is perceived 
as somewhat different, as the biggest 
threat to media viability is competition - 
the growing interest of big regional media 
companies in the national media market 
creates intense competition and limits the 
revenues for small local media outlets.

https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/birn-rtv-novi-pazar-apsolutni-rekorder-u-medijskom-finansiranju/
https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/birn-rtv-novi-pazar-apsolutni-rekorder-u-medijskom-finansiranju/
https://serbia.mom-rsf.org/en/media/print/
https://serbia.mom-rsf.org/en/media/print/
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/bosnia-and-herzegovina-report-2022_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/bosnia-and-herzegovina-report-2022_en
https://tacso.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Sustainability-of-Professional-Journalism-in-WB-Study-National-Data-Overview-BiH-final.pdf
https://tacso.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Sustainability-of-Professional-Journalism-in-WB-Study-National-Data-Overview-BiH-final.pdf
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/albania-report-2022_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/albania-report-2022_en
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The Case of Telekom Srbija: 101 on Media Capture

State-owned Telekom Srbija is an important actor in the Serbian media market, as it 
is an owner of television channels, one of the leading distributors of cable television 
and often a provider of funds for government loyalists to purchase and finance media 
outlets. The huge role of Telekom Srbija and its politicisation, with economic interests 
superseded by political motivations to promote the interests of the government, 
make it one of the key instruments for the government’s media capture in Serbia.  

Telekom Srbija was founded in 1997 as a joint stock company, with the Republic 
of Serbia currently owning 58%. In 2018, it bought the second-biggest cable 
operator “Kopernikus Technology” for almost EUR 200 million. Experts assessed 
that Kopernikus was immensely overpaid.12 Then the former owner of Kopernikus, 
Srđan Milovanović, whose brother is a member of the ruling party, bought Prva TV 
and B92, two national frequency televisions, for the approximate amount of money. 
By buying Kopernikus, Telekom Srbija became a direct competitor to the biggest 
cable operator - SBB, which broadcasts critical news channels such as N1 and Nova 
S. Both the channels and the SBB network are owned by a private United Group. 
Having in mind that Telekom Srbija’s cable network does not broadcast these two 
critical channels, market competition between Telekom and the United Group had a 
profound effect on media pluralism in the country.

In 2021, internal documents appeared in the public that Telekom Srbija will establish 
cooperation with Telenor (now renamed to Yettel) to allegedly reduce the market 
share of cable operator SBB to 30%.13 Neither Telenor nor Telekom Srbija have 
denied these allegations. Domestic and international experts have warned that 
this agreement could have negative consequences for media pluralism and further 
increase state influence on the media. In October 2022, SBB entered into a dispute 
with Prva and B92, whose owners demanded eleven times higher price for their 
broadcasting. After this proposal, deemed indecent by experts, was rejected by SBB,  
Telekom Srbija placed stands in front of SBB offices and inside municipality buildings 
to assist the citizens who may wish to terminate their contract with SBB and switch 
to Telekom’s cable network. This move was perceived as an outrageous abuse of 
state buildings and an unseemly way to undermine competition.14

12 Danas: Telekom: Kopernikus smo platili manje od 200 miliona evra, [online] Available at: https://www.danas.rs/
vesti/ekonomija/telekom-kopernikus-smo-platili-manje-od-200-miliona-evra/ [Accessed 21 October 2022]
13 N1: Pakleni plan: Telekom i Telenor se udružuju da bi uništili slobodne medije, [online] Available at: https://
ba.n1info.com/vijesti/pakleni-plan-telekom-i-telenor-se-udruzuju-da-bi-unistili-slobodne-medije/  [Accessed 21 
October 2022]
14 N1: Telekom i dalje u kampanji, zahtev za raskid ugovora sa SBB ubacuju u sanduče, [online] Available at: https://
nova.rs/vesti/drustvo/telekom-nastavlja-prljavu-kampanju-protiv-sbb-a-zahtev-za-raskid-ugovora-ubacuju-
gradjanima-u-sanduce/  [Accessed 21 October 2022]

https://www.danas.rs/vesti/ekonomija/telekom-kopernikus-smo-platili-manje-od-200-miliona-evra/
https://www.danas.rs/vesti/ekonomija/telekom-kopernikus-smo-platili-manje-od-200-miliona-evra/
https://ba.n1info.com/vijesti/pakleni-plan-telekom-i-telenor-se-udruzuju-da-bi-unistili-slobodne-medije/
https://ba.n1info.com/vijesti/pakleni-plan-telekom-i-telenor-se-udruzuju-da-bi-unistili-slobodne-medije/
https://nova.rs/vesti/drustvo/telekom-nastavlja-prljavu-kampanju-protiv-sbb-a-zahtev-za-raskid-ugovora-ubacuju-gradjanima-u-sanduce/
https://nova.rs/vesti/drustvo/telekom-nastavlja-prljavu-kampanju-protiv-sbb-a-zahtev-za-raskid-ugovora-ubacuju-gradjanima-u-sanduce/
https://nova.rs/vesti/drustvo/telekom-nastavlja-prljavu-kampanju-protiv-sbb-a-zahtev-za-raskid-ugovora-ubacuju-gradjanima-u-sanduce/
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INDEPENDENT  
REGULATORY BODIES

While creating watertight laws that would 
discourage any deterioration of media plu-
ralism, deter media ownership concentration, 
and prevent autocrats and businesspeople 
from using media to promote political agen-
das and owners’ economic interests, crucial 
attention should be paid to regulatory bodies.

The common challenge of the Western Bal-
kans is the laws that look good on paper, but 
when it comes to their implementation, cor-
ruption, political pressure, and hindrance 
of media independence can find cracks 
between the lines, usually through the ap-
pointment of persons close to the govern-
ment as heads of regulatory bodies board 
and members.

Independent bodies acting like regulators are 
created to be autonomous and independent 
institutions, exercising public competencies 
under the media laws to secure conditions for 
the efficient implementation and improve-
ment of media policies in manners that would 
benefit a democratic society. Oftentimes, 
that is not the case. In the Western Balkans, 
the political grip on these bodies is often so 
tight that instead of acting on behalf of the 
media, they are used as a tool to undermine 
their independence.

In July 2021, the independence and impartial-
ity of Albania’s Audio-visual Regulatory Au-
thority (AMA) were brought into question fol-
lowing the election of a close associate of the 
ruling Socialist Party, who previously worked 
as Director of Communications of the PM 
Edi Rama, to head the media regulator. The 
members of the AMA’s Board are elected by 
the following system - three from the oppo-
sition, three from the majority, and the Chair-

15 Mediacentar: Newsmen Lack Freedom: Journalism in Albania is at the Whim of Politics and Owner Interests, 
[online] Available on: https://www.media.ba/en/magazin/newsmen-lack-freedom-journalism-albania-whim-politics-
and-owner-interests [Accessed 25 October 2022]
16 Centre for Contemporary Politics (October, 2022), Shadow Report – State of Democracy in Serbia 2022, [online] 
Available on: https://centarsavremenepolitike.rs/biblioteka/shadow-report-state-of-democracy-in-serbia-2022/ 
[Accessed 25 October 2022]

person by a simple majority, thus, preventing 
the AMA from achieving independence from 
political control.15 

In Serbia, the Regulatory Body for Electron-
ic Media (REM) is often criticised for lack of 
work, inefficiency, and not working at full 
capacity for years. In April 2022, REM failed 
to exercise its competencies in monitoring 
media coverage during elections, and despite 
having a series of sanctions at its disposal, 
REM limited its sanctions to ineffective warn-
ings, which did not function as a deterrent to 
prevent further violations. In April 2022, REM 
announced a public competition for national 
frequencies. Fourteen televisions applied for 
the competition for four national frequen-
cies. In late July, REM announced that na-
tional broadcast licences were granted to the 
same televisions that had them before: Pink, 
Happy, B92 and Prva – televisions which are 
all characterised as strongly pro-government 
and which often violated laws, regulations, 
codes and ethical norms and did not meet 
the minimum requirements set out in the 
competition during their work in previous 
years, as confirmed by the annual reports of 
REM itself.16

In Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo, 
both regulatory agencies are composed of 
seven members appointed by parliaments, 
which opens the door for unlawful influence 
on institutions that were created to be inde-
pendent and to perform an oversight role. 
The current Head of the Communications 
Regulatory Agency (RAK) of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina worked as the Head of the Cabinet 
of the President of the Republic of Srpska 
and Head of the Cabinet of the PM of the 
Republic of Srpska, after which he assumed 
the position of General Director of Radio and 
Television of the Republic of Srpska (RTRS).  

https://www.media.ba/en/magazin/newsmen-lack-freedom-journalism-albania-whim-politics-and-owner-interests
https://www.media.ba/en/magazin/newsmen-lack-freedom-journalism-albania-whim-politics-and-owner-interests
https://centarsavremenepolitike.rs/biblioteka/shadow-report-state-of-democracy-in-serbia-2022/
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Although the selection process of the board 
members of Kosovo’s Independent Media 
Commission (KPM) was regarded as open 
and merit-based by CSOs, in October 2020, 
there were speculations that one of the 
elected members of KPM was then active 

17 Balkan Insight: Kosovo Court Orders Detention for Media Commission Duo for Bribery, [online] Available on: 
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/07/01/kosovo-court-orders-detention-for-media-commission-duo-for-bribery/ 
[Accessed 25 October 2022]
18 Regulatorna agencija za komunikacije, [online] Available on: https://rak.ba/bs-Latn-BA/ [Accessed 21 October 2022]
19 START Online: Afere: Mali rat za veliki RAK, [online] Available on: https://startbih.ba/clanak/afere-mali-rat-za-
veliki-rak/129793 [Accessed 21 October 2022]
20 KLIX: Nermin Nikšić objasnio zbog čega Draško Milinović ne može biti direktor RAK-a,, [online] Available on: 
https://www.klix.ba/vijesti/bih/nermin-niksic-objasnio-zbog-cega-drasko-milinovic-ne-moze-biti-direktor-
rak-a/200507107 [Accessed 21 October 2022]
21 RTVBN: Afera - Izbor direktora RAK-a, prijetili su mi djecom, [online] Available on: https://www.rtvbn.
com/3984888/afera-izbor-direktora-raka-prijetili-su-mi-djecom [Accessed 21 October 2022]
22 NUNS: Otkako je bivši direktor RTRS na poziciji direktora RAK nema objavljenih kazni za RTRS, [online] Available 
on: https://nuns.rs/otkako-je-bivsi-direktor-rtrs-na-poziciji-direktora-rak-nema-objavljenih-kazni-za-rtrs-2/  
[Accessed 21 October 2022]
23 European Commission (October, 2022), Bosnia and Herzegovina Report 2022, [online] Available on: https://
neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/bosnia-and-herzegovina-report-2022_en [Accessed 21 October 2022]

in the Democratic Party of Kosovo, contrary 
to regulations prohibiting recent political in-
volvement. In June 2021, the Head of KPM 
and the Director of Finances were arrested 
for bribery, which deeply undermined the in-
tegrity of the body.17

The Case of RAK in Bosnia and Herzegovina: Political meddling in Independence

The election of the General Director of the Communications Regulatory Agency (RAK) 
served as a litmus test for suggesting to what degree the choice will be political. According 
to the Law on Communications of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the General Director of RAK 
is elected by the Council of RAK, and confirmed by the Council of Ministers of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. The General Director is appointed for four years, subject to renewal and cannot 
be official with legislative or executive powers at any level of government or a member of a 
political party.18

 However, in 2020 Draško Milinović was elected as General Director, a person whose election 
was said to be purely political.19 Having previously worked as the Head of the Cabinet of 
the President of the Republic of Srpska and Head of the Cabinet of the Prime Minister of 
the Republic of Srpska, Milinović assumed the position of General Director of Radio and 
Television of the Republic of Srpska (RTRS) in 2014. During his time as the head of RTRS, 
many experts pointed out that he was acting in favour of the ruling party.20 In addition, 
the television and himself received numerous fines from RAK for violating the Code of 
Audiovisual Media Services and Radio Media Services, violations of the Code of Commercial 
Communications and the Law on Communications. Thus, the fact that he was elected by the 
same Council of RAK which imposed 19 fines against RTRS and deemed Milinović’s leading 
RTRS problematic, raised many concerns.21 Since Milinović became General Director, RAK 
has not imposed any fines against RTRS – a television which was by far the most fined 
media by RAK.22

Overall, such implications significantly undermined the trust in the independence of RAK. 
In the past several reports, the European Commission noted that RAK still lacks full political 
and financial independence and that the procedure of appointing management must be 
revised to improve the public’s perception of it as a neutral and independent body.23

https://balkaninsight.com/2021/07/01/kosovo-court-orders-detention-for-media-commission-duo-for-bribery/
https://rak.ba/bs-Latn-BA/
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https://www.klix.ba/vijesti/bih/nermin-niksic-objasnio-zbog-cega-drasko-milinovic-ne-moze-biti-direktor-rak-a/200507107
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The situation is, to some extent, better in 
North Macedonia and Montenegro, where 
both regulatory bodies need to strength-
en their capacities. In Montenegro, Agency 
for Electronic Media (AEM) consists of five 
members, one of whom is elected as the head 
of the board. Although the European Com-
mission emphasised that AEM continued to 
exercise its mandate professionally, it noted 
that it still lacks the authority and measures 
to effectively monitor and penalise broad-
casters and legal provisions, while its opera-
tional capacity needs to be strengthened.24 
In North Macedonia, the election of the new 
members of the board of the Agency for Au-
dio and Audio-visual Media Services (AVMU) 
is still pending.

PUBLIC BROADCASTERS

Even though public broadcasters are ex-
pected to be outside political control and 
impartially reporting on relevant issues in 
the public interest, in the Western Balkans, 
they are quite often little more than mouth-
pieces of the government. The conversion 
of state-controlled broadcasters into pub-
lic service broadcasters (PSBs) during the 
Western Balkan post-communist transition 
in the 1990s was challenging because the 
state-run media systems were rampant with 
government control, bias, and the use of me-
dia channels for political favour and personal 
gain. Expectations that public media would 
break their links to governments and act as 
unbiased “watchdogs” of democracy were in-
correct, which led to governments capturing 
public service media and using them as in-
struments for political dominance.25

24 European Commission (October, 2022), North Macedonia Report 2022, [online] Available on: https://
neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/north-macedonia-report-2022_en [Accessed 21 October 2022]
25 Marko, Milosavljević, Melita Poler (August, 2017), Balkanization and pauperization: Analysis of media capture of 
public service broadcasters in the Western Balkans, Journalism vol 19, p.1150
26 Balkan Investigative Reporting Network: Media Ownership Monitor Albania 2018, [online] Available on: http://
albania.mom-gmr.org/en/media/detail/outlet/tvsh/ [Accessed 22 October 2022]
27 Radio Slobodna Evropa: BiH televizija u blokadi od 30 miliona eura, [online] Available on: https://www.
slobodnaevropa.org/a/31610754.html [Accessed 22 October 2022]
28 Balkan Insight: Kosovo’s Broadcaster at Crossroads as MPs Ready to Sack Board,  [online] Available on: https://balkaninsight.
com/2021/06/24/kosovos-broadcaster-at-crossroads-as-mps-ready-to-sack-board/ [Accessed 22 October 2022]

The transition process was hard for me-
dia outlets, almost as much as for political 
systems changing from one type of govern-
ment to another. Public service TV and radio 
stations are constantly struggling financial-
ly and are dependent on governments for 
funding. The public broadcasting service is 
a vital factor in the democratisation of so-
cial relations and serves as a catalyst for an 
open society. Thus, it should be established 
but also controlled and financed by the pub-
lic. There are different trends in the financ-
ing of PBSs in Western Balkan countries. 
In Albania, the public broadcaster RTSH is 
primarily financed by the public through the 
special tax paid by every household. How-
ever, as the analysis from 2016 shows, the 
dominant share in financing comes from the 
state budget – 21%. Still, the leadership of 
RTSH has been accused of abuse of office 
for squandering the funds at its disposal.26

 In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the public ra-
dio and television system has three broad-
casters - Radio and Television of BiH (BHRT), 
RTV of the Federation of BiH and RTV of the 
Republika Srpska - all of them financed by a 
tax. The problem is that a significant num-
ber of households stopped paying the sub-
scription, and other revenues are not equally 
split between the three PBSs making them 
vulnerable to state control.27

 In Kosovo, the situation is specific because 
the public broadcaster remains directly 
state-funded, and its budget is determined 
annually by the Parliament, thus undermin-
ing its independence.28
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PBS in Montenegro uses various sources of 
financing, including the state budget. NGOs 
in this country warn that the situation is 
alarming due to government intervention. 
Moreover, no data can be obtained about 
funds allocated for advertising, leaving 
room for misinterpretation.29 The law on 
temporary regulation of the fee collection 
method for the public media service in Ser-
bia provided that public broadcasters RTS 
and RTV will be partially financed from the 
tax and partially from the state budget un-
til the end of 2022.30 In North Macedonia, 
the PBS is financed by the state budget and 
the funds are secured by the citizens, thus 
the PBS continues to be a government ser-
vice and a “speaker” of politics.31

The position of public broadcasters in the 
Western Balkans has been downgraded to 
one of political subordination, where who-
ever is in power will control the media’s edi-
torial output. While the budget is approved 
by parliaments, managerial positions and 
editorial boards are directly chosen by po-
litical representatives. The small sum of 
money received through subscription each 
month, where such a system is in place, is 
insufficient to guarantee independence 
from political interference, hampering the 
independence of PBS. 

29 Nataša Ružić (2017), Public Service Broadcasting in Montenegro, Analitika Center for Social Research,  [online] 
Available on: https://www.analitika.ba/sites/default/files/publikacije/PSB%20Montenegro.pdf  [Accessed 22 
October 2022]
30 021: RTS i RTV će se i naredne godine finansirati iz budžeta i taksi, poznato da li se menja ova naknada, [online] 
Available on: https://www.021.rs/story/Info/Srbija/293087/RTS-i-RTV-ce-se-i-naredne-godine-finansirati-iz-
budzeta-i-taksi-poznato-da-li-se-menja-ova-naknada.html  [Accessed 22 October 2022]
31 Goethe Institut; Public Broadcasting Service at the Service of the Citizens of North Macedonia, [online] Available 
on: https://www.goethe.de/ins/bg/en/kul/sup/med-inc/mi-nm/22511670.html [Accessed 22 October 2022]
32 ASPEN Institute (December, 2021), Media Freedom in Western Balkans, Media Freedom in Montenegro, [online] 
Available on: https://www.aspeninstitute.de/wp-content/uploads/2021_Aspen-Germany_Media-Freedom-in-the-
Western-Balkans.pdf [Accessed 21 October 2022], p.24
33 Marko, Milosavljević, Melita Poler (August, 2017), Balkanization and pauperization: Analysis of media capture of 
public service broadcasters in the Western Balkans, Journalism vol 19, [online] Available on: https://journals.sagepub.
com/doi/abs/10.1177/1464884917724629  [Accessed 21 October 2022], p.1157
34 ASPEN Institute (December, 2021), Media Freedom in Western Balkans, Media Sector Hotspots in North 
Macedonia: Decisive Reforms Long Overdue, [online] Available on: https://www.aspeninstitute.de/wp-content/
uploads/2021_Aspen-Germany_Media-Freedom-in-the-Western-Balkans.pdf [Accessed 21 October 2022], p.32
35 N1 (March, 2018), Dva decibela napravila veliku buku posle izbora u Beogradu [online] Available on https://
rs.n1info.com/vesti/a369693-vesic-tuzi-rts/ [Accessed 31 October 2022]

In Montenegro, the public broadcaster was 
until recently firmly controlled by the Dem-
ocratic Party of Socialists (DPS), which was 
in power for 30 years.32 In Kosovo, political 
elites have structured the legal rules relat-
ed to Radio Television of Kosovo (RTK) to 
further prolong media capture.33 Moreover, 
there has never been complete financial 
stability, institutional autonomy, or editorial 
freedom at the Public Broadcasting Service 
of North Macedonia.34

 In Serbia, the Radio Television of Serbia 
(RTS) is paradoxically the only television 
with a national frequency which is not di-
rectly owned and controlled by government 
loyalists, thus representing the least biassed 
of the five televisions visible to all Serbian 
citizens. However, the board of the regula-
tory body for electronic media (REM), itself 
a captured institution, appoints members of 
the RTS management board, and there have 
not only been controversies over certain ap-
pointments, but also direct pressure on the 
national public broadcaster by the highest 
representatives of the government.35

The European Commission in its latest 
report on North Macedonia highlighted 
the need for authorities to improve their  
efforts to reform the public service broad-
caster, thus ensuring its independence, 
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professional standards and financial stabil-
ity. Moreover, it mentioned that delays in 
appointing members of the public service 
broadcaster’s programming council hinder 
the reform process that is intended to align 
with its five-year development goal.36 North 
Macedonia does not stand alone with these 
problems. The report on Montenegro noted 
that local public broadcasters, which are di-
rectly subject to editorial influence and bud-
getary control by local administrations, face 
particularly challenging socioeconomic situ-
ations and labour conditions.37 Furthermore, 
the media in Kosovo, especially the public 
broadcasters, are susceptible to economic 
and political interests since they lack finan-
cial self-sustainability. 

On top of that, the need for strengthening 
the independence and resources of the pub-
lic service broadcaster is highlighted in the 
Albania Report38, as well as in the Report 
on Serbia39. In addition, public broadcast-
ers in Bosnia and Herzegovina continue 
to be subject to political influence, and their 
financial sustainability is not guaranteed. 
State and government-run public broad-
casters are nevertheless vulnerable to polit-
ical influence, especially because of steering 
boards that are subject to political control. 
According to the report, Bosnia and Herze-
govina has failed to implement a functional 
structure for collecting broadcast fees that 
would guarantee the political and financial 

36 European Commission (October, 2022), North Macedonia Report 2022, [online] Available on: https://
neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/north-macedonia-report-2022_en [Accessed 21 October 2022]
37 European Commission (October, 2022), Montenegro Report 2022, [online] Available on: https://neighbourhood-
enlargement.ec.europa.eu/montenegro-report-2022_en [Accessed 21 October 2022]
38 European Commission (October, 2022), Albania Report 2022, [online] Available on: https://neighbourhood-
enlargement.ec.europa.eu/albania-report-2022_en  [Accessed 21 October 2022]
39 European Commission (October, 2022), Serbia Report 2022, [online] Available on: https://neighbourhood-
enlargement.ec.europa.eu/serbia-report-2022_en  [Accessed 21 October 2022]
40 European Commission (October, 2022), Bosnia and Herzegovina Report 2022, [online] Available on: https://
neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/bosnia-and-herzegovina-report-2022_en  [Accessed 21 October 2022]
41 European Parliament (February, 2021), Mapping Fake News and Disinformation in the Western Balkans and 
Identifying Ways to Effectively Counter Them, [online] Available on: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/
etudes/STUD/2020/653621/EXPO_STU(2020)653621_EN.pdf [Accessed 21 October 2022], p.11
42 European Parliament (February, 2021), Mapping Fake News and Disinformation in the Western Balkans and 
Identifying Ways to Effectively Counter Them, [online] Available on: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/
etudes/STUD/2020/653621/EXPO_STU(2020)653621_EN.pdf [Accessed 21 October 2022], p.13

independence of the public broadcasting 
system.40

DISINFORMATION

One of the most problematic consequences 
of media capture is widespread disinfor-
mation which negatively affects the state of 
democracy and rule of law. The lack of media 
freedom directly entails the deterioration 
of democratic processes and one of the key 
instruments for this is disinformation. Ac-
cording to the EU definition, disinformation 
is a deliberate effort to persuade people to 
believe something that the content’s cre-
ators and/or distributors know to be false 
while operating with ulterior motives.41 The 
spread of disinformation caused by severe 
media capture has utterly increased in many 
countries of the region thus further threat-
ening the consolidation of democracy in the 
Western Balkans. 

 Disinformation is a major issue and plays 
an increasingly significant role in how both 
domestic and international players in the 
Western Balkans achieve their political ob-
jectives. The purposeful creation and dis-
tribution of “fake news” has emerged as 
a key strategy for competing in elections, 
influencing governmental agendas, and 
settling corporate rivalry disputes. Disin-
formation is also so ubiquitous in the region 
that it makes it difficult to establish demo-
cratic media systems.42
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 Moreover, the spread of disinformation is 
not only used by domestic actors, but also 
by foreign actors trying to insert them-
selves in the media space spreading their 
influence on the affected countries. Geo-
political insecurity and lack of government 
sovereignty, such as in Kosovo and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, facilitates disinforma-
tion as a means of destabilisation of the 
region. Disinformation is a key instrument 
in Moscow’s campaign to gain and maintain 
influence in the Western Balkans and dam-
age NATO and EU enlargement in the re-
gion. In Serbia, Russia’s state-owned Sput-
nik Srbija news agency spreads pro-Russian 
narratives throughout the region from its 
hub in Belgrade, including stories meant to 
discredit NATO and the EU. Russian media 
influence in the Balkans is spread via diffu-
sion of common disinformation narratives 
through different instruments depending 
on the degree of political, economic, and 
ideological distance between a domestic 
Balkan media channel and Russia.43

Moreover, based on prior hybrid operations 
in Ukraine, it is believed that Russia pre-
pared and started conducting “information 
operations” in Montenegro to prevent the 
country’s NATO accession. An attempt to 
sabotage the normalisation of Greek re-
lations with North Macedonia has been 
noted using a similar strategy. In Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, this strategy has even 
served as a further barrier to the creation 
of a consensus on development among all 
communities.44 

43 Center for the Study of Democracy: Capture Proofing Media in Southeast Europe, (March, 2021), [online] Available 
on: https://csd.bg/fileadmin/user_upload/publications_library/files/2021_03/BRIEF_98_ENG.pdf [Accessed 21 
October 2022],
44 European Parliament (February, 2021), Mapping Fake News and Disinformation in the Western Balkans and 
Identifying Ways to Effectively Counter Them, [online] Available on: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/
etudes/STUD/2020/653621/EXPO_STU(2020)653621_EN.pdf [Accessed 21 October 2022], p.14-15
45 European Parliament (February, 2021), Mapping Fake News and Disinformation in the Western Balkans and 
Identifying Ways to Effectively Counter Them, [online] Available at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/
etudes/STUD/2020/653621/EXPO_STU(2020)653621_EN.pdf [Accessed 21 October 2022], p.36

Foreign actors aiming to weaken the in-
fluence of the EU in the Western Balkans 
do not observe any explicit division be-
tween pro- and anti-EU constituencies 
that could be exploited, unlike with NATO, 
where opinion is genuinely divided. When 
it comes to Russian disinformation opera-
tions intending to discredit the EU in the 
Western Balkan region, two main narra-
tives can be observed: „the EU is hegemon-
ic“ and „the EU is weak“. The sub-narratives 
that are included are various such as: ‘the 
EU is the key decision-maker in the West-
ern Balkans”, “the EU dictates conditions 
to the Western Balkan countries”, “the EU 
discriminates against Russia” for the first 
group and the absolute opposite in the sec-
ond group such as: “the EU is paralysed by 
disagreements among its Member States”, 
“the EU is unable to address crises (migra-
tion, economy, COVID-19)”, “Brexit weaken-
ing the EU”, “the EU fails to deliver on en-
largement promises”, etc. In other words, 
Russia’s goal is to target both “Europhiles” 
and “Euro-sceptics” with an effort to erode 
the former’s confidence and provide the 
latter “ammunition,” not to influence one 
particular perception of the EU among lo-
cal communities.45

Furthermore, disagreements over the cred-
ibility of the media have been intensified 
by the spread of coordinated false infor-
mation on social media. The claim of “fake 
news” serves as a justification for limiting 
media freedom in addition to casting doubt 
on reliable journalism intensifying media 
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capture.46 The main sources of false disin-
formation in Montenegro are online social 
media platforms and media outlets from 
other countries in the region, especially in 
Serbia, whose tabloids Kurir.rs, Espresso.
rs, and Alo.rs are among the 20 most pop-
ular websites in Montenegro.47 Moreover, 
according to the European Commission 
report on Albania, smear campaigns and 
other forms of disinformation are common, 
especially in internet media, which requires 
self-regulation.48 The European Commis-
sion report on North Macedonia notes 
that the primary source of disinformation 
is online media platforms.49

In addition, the spread of COVID-19 into 
the Western Balkans was accompanied by 
the spread of disinformation used to shift 
public opinion, intensify internal conflict, 
and influence the perception of political 
leaders, either positively or negatively. For 
example, major mainstream media outlets 
in Albania, including Top Channel, JOQ Al-
bania, SYRI.net, Lajme.al, Gazeta TemA, 
and Lajmi Fundit are the main dissemina-
tors of disinformation regarding COVID-19. 
In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the situation 

46 U4 Anti-Corruption Helpdesk (May, 2019), Media and anti-corruption, [online] Available on: https://www.u4.no/
publications/media-and-corruption.pdf  [Accessed 21 October 2022], p.6
47 ASPEN Institute (December, 2021), Media Freedom in Western Balkans, Media Freedom in Montenegro, [online] 
Available at: https://www.aspeninstitute.de/wp-content/uploads/2021_Aspen-Germany_Media-Freedom-in-the-
Western-Balkans.pdf [Accessed 21 October 2022], p.27
48 European Commission (October, 2022), Albania Report 2022, [online] Available at: https://neighbourhood-
enlargement.ec.europa.eu/albania-report-2022_en  [Accessed 21 October 2022]
49 European Commission (October, 2022), North Macedonia Report 2022, [online] Available at: https://
neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/north-macedonia-report-2022_en  [Accessed 21 October 2022]
50 European Parliament (February, 2021), Mapping Fake News and Disinformation in the Western Balkans and 
Identifying Ways to Effectively Counter Them, [online] Available at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/
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is a bit different where Raskrinkavanje, a 
fact-checking website, dominated discus-
sions on disinformation about COVID-19, 
while mainstream media usually present-
ed primarily factual information.50 Gov-
ernments in the Western Balkans have 
struggled to prevent the disinformation 
that has spread throughout the area as a 
result of this crisis. According to research 
by BiEPAG, around 75% of citizens of the 
Western Balkan believe in one of the six 
prevalent COVID-related conspiracy theo-
ries.51

Increased relevance of disinformation at 
the time of crisis became even more appar-
ent after the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
when war-related disinformation quickly 
spread throughout Central and Eastern 
Europe driven by far-right and extremist 
actors and media.52 Serbia, however, rep-
resents an important hub for such disin-
formation in the Western Balkans due to 
the presence of the Sputnik news agency 
in Serbian, but also the spread of disinfor-
mation by mainstream media close to the 
government.53
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RECOMMENDATIONS

 z Having in mind the threat of media 
capture and the importance of media 
freedom for democratic development, 
elements of media capture should be 
more carefully assessed within the EU 
accession process of Western Balkan 
countries.

 z Media capture should be analysed as a 
distinct phenomenon from media free-
dom in general to examine the mecha-
nisms that enable political control over 
media in Western Balkan countries and 
propose adequate remedies.

 z Governments should adopt and im-
plement specific legislation to ensure 
transparency of media ownership and 
funding, preventing concentration and 
concealment of media ownership.

 z Public funding of media outlets should 
be transparent, based on objective cri-
teria and dedicated to serving the pub-
lic interest. This also requires adequate 
safeguards against arbitrary funding 
from both the budget and state-owned 
companies and public enterprises.

 z Public broadcasters should be isolated 
from political influence, both through 
improving the mechanisms of appoint-
ment of management and ensuring 
funding independently from the state 
budget or independently from the ex-
ecutive of the country.

 z Legal frameworks should be improved 
to ensure the independence of media 
regulatory bodies from political influ-
ence and the increase in their capacities 
that would enable them to fulfil their 
important roles in contemporary dem-
ocratic societies.

 z Disinformation should be tackled by 
both the governments in the region 
and the EU and other democratic ac-
tors having in mind the severity of the 
problem and its geopolitical compo-
nent, both in terms of external actors 
involved and the effects of disinforma-
tion on other countries and regions.
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