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Hooligans in Serbia in the Triangle of  

Sport, Politics, and Crime1 

Abstract: Violence at sporting matches in Serbia has its roots in the 
events related to political tensions and the disintegration of the SFR Yugo-
slavia. Stepping into transition, civil war and the general criminalization 
of society in the setting of international isolation and UN-imposed sanc-
tions, all led to an increase of violence in general and particularly on the 
sports fields. In the early 1990s sport became lucrative business, and sport 
clubs began to function as business corporations. Sport became politicized 
as politicians were included in the management of sport clubs, while sport 
fans were manipulated by the politicians. A number of supporters were en-
gaged in wars in the former Yugoslavia, accepting nationalism and other 
extreme political ideologies, while various political occasions were used 
by sport supporters and members of the extreme right as a reason for seri-
ous disorders. The clubs became involved in money laundering, rigging the 
results, and illegal trade with players, while sport supporters' leaders be-
came involved in blackmail, extortion and drug trafficking. he state re-
sponse to this phenomenon has been overdue, formal, partial and lacking 
overall comprehensive strategy, while the actors of violence have had 
powerful protectors in political parties, celebrities, and some officials in 
the Serbian Orthodox Church. Adopting the law on sport and law on vio-
lence and misconduct at sporting events has created the normative precon-
ditions for social reaction. However, problems remain in the implementa-
tion of the law, functioning of the judiciary, media sensationalism and irre-
sponsibility, and the fact that in addition to the repressive measures, the 
preventive ones are also necessary. The police are only one of the actors in 
the fight against hooliganism and cannot solve this serious social problem 
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1  The paper is a result of the research study no. 47017: Security and protection of organizing and functioning 
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by themselves. In keeping with the above stated, creating a national strate-
gy to combat sport violence is suggested.  

Key words: hooligans, sport, violence, Serbia, politics, crime 

Introduction 

The violence of fan groups on the occasion of sport manifestations is in a 
sense a constant which accompanies sport as one of the oldest human activi-
ties. As a specific human activity, sport is of a complex and ambivalent nature 
which is manifested in the simultaneous presence of both its homogenizing 
(integrative) and antagonizing (disintegrating) social potential (Armstrong and 
Giulianotti, 1999), due to which it encourages bonding within different groups, 
nations and cultures, on one hand, but is also related to various forms of vio-
lence, violations and crimes threatening security and provoking conflicts, on 
the other. Professor Djordje Ignjatovi  has therefore pointed out to the “naive 
belief that sport is a universal anti-crime factor” as well as to the difference 
between professional and amateur sport activities, in respect to which he sees 
professional sport as undesirable because it “has long since been steeped in the 
widest possible range of criminal activities” (Ignjatovi , 2004:541). 

The number of sport spectators is ever increasing and groups are formed 
among them, consisting of individuals who are more interested in supporting 
their clubs, so they are better organized and prepared. Sport manifestations 
are often the scene of rioting amidst which it is practically impossible to con-
trol or to channel the conduct of supporters and supporting groups, so that 
those groups present a permanent threat, not only to the authorities, but also 
to security of the community. Supporters have for decades been causing dis-
orders in almost all countries where football is played, both at the stadiums 
and outside them (Gou, Rukvud, 2009:241). This has turned the urban envi-
ronment into an unprotected area - an arena, in which violence, aggression, 
and panic (Živkovi  et al., 2011) are transferred from the stadiums and trans-
formed into a "general urban problem" (Otaševi , 2010:268-269).  

Naturally, the supporters’ violence, as only one of the manifestations of 
the increasingly occurring violence, does not present an equally threatening 
danger to the community as some other forms of violence, but the frequent 
instances with fatal outcomes, large numbers of injuries and extensive dam-
age to property, combined with the historic continuity of the phenomenon, 
present a challenge for a better organized and more systematic approach to 
this security issue. 

A general overview of supporters’ violence in Serbia 

Violence on sport fields became a serious social, security and political is-
sue in the territory of Serbia and in the former Yugoslavia in the 1980s, espe-
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cially among the supporters’ groups of nationalist orientation in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Croatia, and Serbia. This violence culminated in May 1990, dur-
ing a football match in Zagreb between Dinamo and Crvena Zvezda (Red Star) 
from Belgrade. According to some analysts, this event symbolically marked 
the end of the federal state and introduced the dissolution of the country in a 
bloodshed (Žugi , 1996), whereas others think that the story of the disintegra-
tion of Yugoslavia can be told as the story about the evolution of violence in 
sport, especially the violence of hooligans related to football, which was grad-
ually transformed into ethnic clashes, ’great national politics’ and eventually 
moved on to the battlefield in the course of the 1980s and 1990s. 

Sport is the best catalyst for mass expression of emotions and a valve 
which enables a more intensive manifestation of basic instincts; it could 
therefore be regarded as an indicator of the ensuing crisis of the Yugoslav 
society. Sporting matches offer fewer and fewer opportunities to enjoy sport 
and increasingly turn into venues for extremists disguised as supporters, who 
gather to express their political attitudes and social discontent (Harnisch-
macher & Ingo, 1989:181-182). What cannot be said in public is shouted at 
football stadiums.  

Sport-related violence and hooliganism escalated in Serbia in the past two 
decades, coinciding with global tendencies. The factor that contributed most 
to this is the surge of aggression and politicization of fans, which has turned 
sport into an arena for ethnic clashes (Mihajlovi , 1997). 

In addition to this, one should not disregard the causes of extremist con-
duct that the researchers in England pointed out to: social crisis, disintegra-
tion of the value system, end of great ideas, loss of the meaning of life, lack 
of perspectives, unemployment, the state of affairs in football (criminaliza-
tion, score rigging, departure of the best players and personnel), institutional-
ized hooliganism in the form of fan groups, patronizing attitude of clubs to-
wards their supporters and a general atmosphere of tolerance of improper 
conduct. The clubs and sport organizations (managers, coaches), political 
and other organizations, all use the supporters as their instruments (Misi , 
2010:87). The Serbian public is aware that the supporters of the most popu-
lar clubs enjoy various privileges and that they have turned cheering into a 
profession of some sort. Being organized in groups with firm hierarchies, 
they influence the policies of their favourite clubs alongside club manage-
ments. When they are not satisfied with a decision, they exert pressure and 
threaten with a boycott. 

Supporter groups in Serbia 

Models of explanation such as the anomy model, sub-cultural model, the 
model of collective behaviour, the imitation model, the cathartic model, the 
model of imperative victory and finally the model of a professional supporter 
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(Kokovi , 2001) are all very productive in the research. Sre ko Mihajlovi , a 
sociologist, has formulated a synthetic aggression index based on which he 
classified spectators at football matches into the tolerant ones – 14%, mildly 
aggressive (an occasional dispute; do not take part in brawls) – 46%, medi-
um aggressive (pronounced verbal aggression and occasional participation in 
brawls and throwing objects into the pitch) – 23%, highly aggressive (about 
62% of the individuals in this category occasionally participate in fights, 
whereas 34% do so frequently), and bullies – the most extreme spectators – 
the equivalent of hooligans - who are highly active in all types of aggressive 
behaviour in line with the stated criteria – 5%.  

14,00%

46,00%23,00%

12,00%
5,00%

Tolerant

Slightly Aggresive

Moderately Aggresive

Fairly Aggresive

Hooligan

 

Graph 1. The classification of supporters according to aggression levels  
(Source: the Politika daily, 1999) 2 

Ii is important to be reminded that the hooligans are actually not interest-
ed in the match itself and their show takes place regardless of the develop-
ments in the sport pitch. The victory of their club, just like a defeat, can be 
an occasion for street violence after the match (Mihajlovi , 1997). 

It seems that more efficient police actions call for a more readily acceptable 
categorization that would, besides the suggested ones, include the following 
security elements: specific security findings (participation in riots and violent 
actions, affiliation to a violent fan group, measures or powers implemented so 
far, use of pyrotechnical means, tools or weapons) and intelligence regarding 
the individual’s conduct, preferences, deviant forms of behaviour, alcohol or 
drug abuse, etc. It is estimated that there are about 6,000 of the so-called ex-
treme supporters currently active in Serbia. They can conditionally be catego-
rised as belonging to one of the following three categories: approximately 
2,800 or 46.67% of them are not violent, about 1,800 or 30.00% are potential-
ly violent, and about 1,400 or 23.33% are violent. 

                                                      
2  Published in the series of articles by Aleksandar Apostolovski on Sport and Violence in the Politika daily of 

06/11/1999. 
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Graph 2. The estimate of the number of supporters in relation to security threats 
(Source: Misic 2010) 3 

According to the data of the Ministry of the Interior, about 40 organized 
fan groups and sub-groups have been registered so far, with about 3000 
members, mostly in C –violent and B – potentially violent categories. Since 
the fans belonging to A – non-violent category are rarely registered, it may 
be a possible explanation of the difference between the estimated number of 
fans and the number of registered ones. 4 

It is perfectly clear from the above mentioned that hooligans are a minori-
ty, but, according to Savkovi , they are a significant minority that causes 
serious security problems both in the country and abroad. The rioting of Ser-
bian fans in Genoa attracted a lot of media attention in October 2010. About 
300 supporters out of the total number of approximately 1600 split into two 
groups, blocked the city, broke shop windows, harassed passers-by, demol-
ished a police car, and wrote graffiti on the walls of the Doge's Palace. Out 
of 50 individuals arrested on the occasion, 33 were released, and 17 detained 
(Savkovi , 2010: 93). 

Main actors of violence at sporting events are groups of football support-
ers with high degrees of organization. Each of these groups consists of sev-
eral hundred of the most extreme supporters and a dozen ‘leaders’ among 
whom hierarchical relations are established in the field, with the unquestion-
able leader at the forefront, who - in addition to other, usual cheering activi-
ties - initiates a conflict with the supporters of the opposing club, police or 
even without his own group. Success in fights and showdowns increases the 
leader’s rating and when he reaches a certain level in the hierarchy he stops 

                                                      
3  Based on the estimate of the MI and expert opinions (of security commissionaires, club board officials, 

secretaries of the associations, managers of stewarding services). 
4  There are public estimates that there are substantially more so-called extreme supporters, even as many as 

15,000, but these discrepancy stems from the lack of precise definitions of the terms extreme, supporter, 
supporting, verbal violence, and improper conduct as well as differentiating between a supporter and a fan. 
In any case, the term extreme supporter, if used at all in this context, seems more appropriate for denoting 
violent and potentially violent supporters, i.e. for denoting rioters, bullies, and persons posing a security 
threat, and not dedicated fans who do not violate rules and regulations.  
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taking an active part in the clashes, but rather observes from aside, knowing 
that he would be recognized, and lets the younger ones prove themselves. 
This underhand game has different actors with various interests. Some lead-
ers of the football club Red Star supporters have established the Delije agen-
cy in cooperation with certain individuals from the club management, 
whereas the leaders of the Partizan club supporters founded the agency Gro-
bari (Undertakers). These two agencies deal with sales of equipment for 
supporters, organizing attendance at the matches in the country and abroad, 
etc. The supporters’ leaders provide free tickets and other benefits such as 
free travel to matches in foreign countries, and the like (Misi , 2010). 

Many authors agree that a stereotype is established and encouraged of the 
Serbian supporter as a warrior from the 1990s, who is a nationalist, Ortho-
dox Christian, and hates the supporters of the rival club, police and authori-
ties in general. Sporadic conflicts occur between the club managements and 
the supporters’ leaders, most often in relation to the privileged positions of 
some leaders, which gives rise to divisions among the various groups. A 
good illustration is found in the conflicts between the two groups of Parti-
san's supporters, Grobari and Južni front (South Front), which often call for 
police interventions. The last recorded clash which took place in October 
2011 between the groups of Alcatraz and Zabranjeni (The Forbidden Ones) 
resulted in a murder of one person and another individual sustained grave 
bodily injuries. From the security aspect, special attention should be given to 
the supporters of the Rad Football Club. Although their number is not large 
(the extreme core consists of about 80 to 100 supporters), they took part in a 
large number of riots and mass brawls resulting in serious bodily harm. A 
small number of these fans belongs to the informal group of Skinheads, 
characterized by elements of Nazi and chauvinist ideologies, similar to those 
of the hooligan gangs in Germany5, of characteristic appearance (shaven 
heads), dressing style (Doc Marten boots, camouflage trousers, Spitfire jack-
ets) and activities comprising brutal attacks against the Roma, homosexuals 
and others. In addition to perpetration of serious offences and criminal acts, 
these gangs of supporters show an increasing amount of aggression towards 
police officers. 

Spectator violence 

It is almost impossible to determine the scope of violence occurring in 
sport fields and what contributes to this is the lack of an appropriate method-
ology for monitoring this phenomenon and the number of cases that go un-
reported. It was only in 2003 that the Ministry of the Interior started moni-

                                                      
5  Harnischmacher R., Apel I., (1989). Huligan i njegov svjetonazor u okviru nogometnog vandalizma, Izbor, 

br. 2, 1989. Zagreb, pp. 184-185 
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toring and documenting more serious incidents at sporting events which in-
volve violations of the public order and criminal offences with elements of 
violence, committed by groups of individuals, and resulting in casualties or 
extensive damage to property. The most serious incidents certainly include 
10 cases of homicide, 5 attempted murders, 43 grave and 153 light bodily 
injuries. 

The fewest incidents of this kind occurred prior to (122 or 14.69%) and 
most of them (469 or 56.51%) during the sport event itself. With respect to 
the number of supporters killed in the past seven years, Serbia is at the very 
top among other countries in Europe and in the region. It is naturally very 
hard to compare the situation and the scope of violence and improper con-
duct of supporters in Serbia and, for instance, Great Britain, Germany or any 
other European country based on the available data. 

According to a research conducted by the Association of Sports Journal-
ists and the Ministry of Youth and Sport in 2009, one supporter is killed in 
Serbia every 136 days and the age of attackers in between 18 and 26. Re-
spondents stated numerous reasons for brutal acts of hooliganism, but the 
most frequently emphasized reason was the social setting in which young 
people had lived and grown up in the Balkans for the last 20 years. 6 

Whereas the perpetrators of other criminal offences mostly avoid contacts 
with the police, violence of fans is mostly directed towards the police as one 
of the primary targets of their aggression. The original typology includes 
swearing, insults, throwing objects onto and entering the pitch, harassment 
and physical assaults aimed at the participants of the match (players, refer-
ees, officials, rival supporters). Since the 1960s, increasing numbers of 
clashes with the police have been registered, as well as rioting before and 
after the game, vandalism – the destruction of public property, and especially 
violence aimed at the rival supporters and police. (Giullianotti, Bonney and 
Hepworth, 1994) 

Even more than a quarter of all sport-related criminal offences are di-
rected against police officers. The antagonism that the supporters show to-
wards the police in more or less all the countries around the world is addi-
tionally enhanced in Serbia due to the inheritance from the recent past when 
the police primarily protected the political system and ideology, rather than 
citizens (Kešetovi , 2003). 

However, even during the democratic transition and social changes, those 
groups direct their rage, caused by discontent in relation to their social status 
and reduced opportunities for a social promotion, towards the police as the 
obvious representative of ‘the system’. Hooligans perceive the police simply 
as the opposing target group. But, besides this, the reasons should be looked 

                                                      
6  See more at the Internet address: 
 http://www.mos.sr.gov.rs/modules.php?op=modload&name=Downloads&file=index&req=getit&lid=317  
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for in the inadequate criminal prosecution of and, generally speaking, lenient 
penal policy towards the individuals assaulting police officers in the execu-
tion of their duties. 7 

The hooligan gangs present a threat to chance passers-by and the property 
that is in their path. They frequently visit cafes, restaurants and shops, 
threatening the personnel, stealing food, drinks and merchandise. They often 
damage parked cars and public transportation vehicles, assault drivers and 
passengers - supporters of the opposing club, but also other passengers who 
happen to be there. There is a general tendency towards increased number of 
fights with the use of bottles, stones, bricks, knives, baseball bats, chains and 
the like. The increased number of juveniles in the hooligan gangs is of great 
concern, because they easily draw both cold steel and firearms, which results 
in serious injuries and even fatalities. 

The Triangle: Hooligans, Politics, and Crime 

Serbian hooligans are closely linked to the political subjects. Whereas the 
violent behaviour of English hooligans is primarily related to alcohol con-
sumption, developments on the football pitch and conflicts with the rival 
supporters, in Serbia it is often in the function of political aspirations of sup-
porters and their leaders. 

In addition to manipulations with fans in sport or in connection with it, 
there is also a conspicuous political manipulation, because the fans are after 
all sympathizers or members of the political parties and voters of the elec-
torate. The fans and their groups are exceptionally active and organized dur-
ing public gatherings organized mostly by “the rightist” organizations and 
their presence is very notable on such occasions, given their number, aggres-
sion, organization, and ways of expressing violence. 

For the past few years, no significant political public gathering has taken 
place in the territory of Belgrade without the participation of the supporters. 
On the occasion of political gatherings there is an agreement on truce and 
maximal mutual tolerance. Breaches of order, violence and other offences 
are provoked or committed jointly, regardless of the supporters’ affiliation to 
the clubs. 

Connections between politics and sport in our region began with the 
abuse of supporters by the politicians at the time of the dissolution of the 
SFRY, when they were treated as ‘patriots’ rather than as nationalists, and 

                                                      
7  According to the date of the Republic Institute of Statistics for 2008, out of 275 reported criminal offences 

of preventing a law enforcement officer in exercising his duty, only 138 resulted in the prosecution and 125 
convictions, mostly punished by probation periods – 85, imprisonment - 32 and fines - 8, and out of 407 
reported criminal offences of assaulting a police officer in the execution of his duty, 162 led to prosecution 
resulting in 154 convictions, mostly punished by probation periods – 90, then imprisonment - 58 and fines – 
6. Source:  , . LIX,  .137/2009. See the Internet address: 

 http://webrzs.stat.gov.rs/axd/dokumenti/saopstenja/SK12/sk12122008.pdf (accessed on: 30/04/2010) 
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the supporting used to have the character of the military training. The foot-
ball supporters have had their political role in the Serbian society ever since 
early 1990s when volunteers for participation in the Yugoslav civil wars 
were recruited from their ranks. One of the best-known career criminals, and 
a later leader of paramilitary formations, was Željko Ražnatovic Arkan, who 
used to be the leader of the supporters’ group Delije, the most zealous sup-
porters of Red Star. Later he founded the Serbian guard of volunteers recruit-
ing them among the supporters. 

Starting from Slobodan Miloševi  and onwards, political leaders were 
created and promoted in the stadiums, but as the time passed, they fell out of 
favour with the supporters, whose slogans, such as the one saying “Slo-
bodan, save Serbia and kill yourself”, announced the leaders’ departure from 
the political stage. This is one of the reasons why the authorities are cautious 
and reluctant to condemn the supporters’ violence. 

The supporters also played a historic role in the Serbian version of the 
‘velvet revolution’ on October 5th, 2000, when the regime of Slobodan Mi-
loševi  was ousted; hence their belief that they earned the credit for their 
ensuing activities. Extremist supporters of the Red Star, Partizan, and Rad 
were among the first to break into the building of the Serbian parliament on 
that day, unarm the police officers in the police station of Stari grad, set fire, 
commit multiple thefts, caused damage to public property and perpetrated 
other criminal offences. The supporters’ group Delije were praised by the 
B92 radio for their ‘contribution’ to these events. 

Besides, it should be noted that some of the supporters’ leaders were en-
gaged in the protection of certain political leaders, whereas some of them 
became politicians themselves. In addition to this, the supporter groups are 
often used as voting machines, so that the politicians seriously count on them 
as an important source of votes and therefore often protect them from crimi-
nal prosecutions and public condemnation. The politicians are also present in 
the managements of the sport clubs. The interconnectedness of sport and 
politics results, among other things, in violence (Savkovi , 2010: 91). Flirt-
ing of some political parties with supporters’ groups, on one hand, and inde-
cision of the authorities to oppose hooligans on the other, incite and encour-
age violence. This is illustrated by the recent cancellation of the Pride Parade 
for fear that nationalist groups may provoke serious incidents. Not only were 
the authorities incapable of preventing vandalism, but they were also respon-
sible for the creation of such social atmosphere. There are also speculations 
that the incidents involving hooligans to a certain extent suit the authorities 
because they divert the attention of the public from numerous problems that 
the Serbian society is facing. 

Even in the circumstances of the democratic regime, stadiums remain the 
best place to initiate a whole range of topics, starting from the replacement 
of the club management to attacks on the government, expression of the na-
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tional identity and spreading of ethnic hatred and intolerance. Thus, for in-
stance, sporting events in the town of Novi Pazar, predominantly populated 
by members of the Bosnian Muslim ethnic minority, are often accompanied 
by chanting and banners with nationalist and offensive contents. Every pos-
sible sport-related event is used and politicized to such an extent that it can 
instigate a conflict, which cannot be restricted solely to the sport arena, but 
becomes the subject of the daily politics in the game of political parties. 

Sociologists, political scholars and other researchers of this topic have al-
ready recognized the relations between the hooligans and politics. Božovi  
points out that problematic supporters’ groups are often manipulated by politi-
cal parties, most frequently from the rightist political spectrum. “I think that 
supporters, those that we have singled out as problematic ones, are the agents 
of those who want to use and abuse them. The violence club stems from the 
dark spaces of social indefiniteness or internal interest, constituted for the pur-
pose of those who are in power or in order to take hold of the power. Power is 
always a struggle for power. All means are used then, even the worst ones, and 
these are the worst of means. It is a part of our Balkan story within the Balkan 
night, which refuses to dawn.” 8 It is therefore not surprising that the support-
ers who fought for democracy against the regime of Slobodan Miloševi , tak-
ing an active part in the changes of October 5th, have been transformed by as-
suming the position of the extreme right. Of course, this change does not have 
to be actually brought about by their beliefs. It seems, however, that the true 
nature of the activities of the extreme supporters’ groups, despite their claims 
that their reasons are patriotic and favouring the national interests of Serbia, is 
for most part an attempt to find possibilities for manifestations of violence and 
improper conduct, which some of the supporters openly admit. 9 However, it 
remains unclear whether the violence of supporters’ groups’ in fact conceals 
the true, political goals. 10 The statements of some politicians, who tried to jus-
tify the destructive conduct of the supporters in some situations, can be indica-
tive of this historically established and unbreakable bond. 

Some of the hooligan leaders against whom the police have filed dozens of 
reports for the past few years have certain functions in their clubs. At the same 

                                                      
8  http://www.slobodnaevropa.org/content/tema_sedmice_navijaci_nasilje/1848577.html (accessed on 

12/10/2009) 
9  M.N. (23), a Red Star supporter says: “Bro, the most important thing is to be where there is fuss.” Interview 

of 18/04/2005 or P.P. (29) a supporter of Partizan: “It is important to show the Gypsies that we are the 
strongest and that we will outwit and beat up a copper along the way“, conversation of 18/05/2005. 

10  There is a typical example of threatening and jeopardizing security which followed the signing of the Stabi-
lisation and Association Agreement with the European Union. An informal organization called the Family 
of Serbian Supporters was suspected of having pasted posters of the Serbian President Boris Tadic and 
Deputy Prime Minister Bozidar Djelic with the inscription “Public Enemy” all over Belgrade on May 2nd, 
2008. The leader of this organization, Vladica Simonovi , was questioned before the Fourth Municipal 
Court, since he was suspected of threatening the security of the Serbian president and deputy prime minis-
ter, which was confirmed by the spokesman for the Court, Zoran Teji . See the Internet: 
http://www.vesti.rs/Politika/Saslusan-vodja-Srpskih-navijaca.html (accessed on: 25/05/ 2009) 
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time, the boards of some clubs have politicians, prominent persons and judges 
as their members. The management of the Red Star comprises 19 supporters, 
some of them suspected of having committed criminal offences. 11 

Sport is becoming a serious business in Serbia and sport clubs are begin-
ning to function as corporations, becoming involved in doping, rigging the 
scores of matches, financial crime, etc. Besides politicians, the representa-
tives of state administration, judges, police officers, and businessmen, as 
well as individuals from the criminal milieu, sit together in the managements 
of sport clubs and become idols of young generations, to which the mass 
media contribute by their irresponsible reporting. The connections among 
them are established and strengthened, but their interests collide given the 
large amount of money that is at stake. Their efforts are mainly aimed at in-
tegrating the proceeds from criminal activities into the legal money flow and 
reaping huge profits, avoiding at the same time the confiscation of the ille-
gally accumulated financial means (Vrhovšek, 2010:8-9). In addition to 
criminal activities, they are known in public as being supporters’ leaders or 
as having close connections with the supporters’ groups and their leaders. 
Some of them controlled and used the supporting groups’ members as the 
infrastructure for engaging in criminal activities (blackmail, extortion, drug 
trafficking, etc.). For instance, Željko Raznatovi  Arkan was in the man-
agement of the FC Obili , Radoslav Trlaji  aka Bata Trlaja and later Goran 
Mijatovi  aka Mita were in the FC Bežanija, Miša Nikši  and Branislav Tro-
janovi  called Trojke in the FC Zvezdara, Jusuf Buli  called Jusa in the FC 
Železnik (all of them murdered in the past few years). This segment of vio-
lence related to sport and criminal surroundings presents a complex aspect of 
threatening security, especially if we bear in mind that most of these assassi-
nation cases have not yet been completely resolved ( isi , 2010). 

The fact that managing sport organizations was very risky is confirmed 
by the case of assassination of the secretary general of the Football Associa-
tion of Serbia and Montenegro, Branko Bulatovi  in Belgrade in March 
2004. Criminalization of the society and sport is also illustrated by the recent 
example of the former chair of the Football Association of Serbia, Zvezdan 
Terzi , accused of being involved in the unlawful ‘transfers’ of players. 

Social reaction to hooliganism 

The society’s efforts to oppose hooliganism on the normative plan result-
ed in the adoption of the Law on the Prevention of Violence and Improper 
Conduct at Sporting Events in 2003 and its successive amendments. 12 The 

                                                      
11  Dražen Dragaš, detained for unlawful possession of weapons, is one of them. The Red Star spokesman 

Marko Nikolovski says that he remains on the board, because he was only accused and not convicted.  
12           ,   

, . 67/03, 101/05, 90/07  111/09 
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Law provides for the responsibility of the organizer for security of the sport-
ing event, organization of supporters and activities related to them, which 
has all been additionally made even stricter by the amendments. The organ-
izer of the sporting event is obliged to organize the appropriate stewarding 
service for the purpose of physical security and maintaining order during 
sport manifestations. The establishing of the stewarding service includes a 
possibility of engaging a legal person or an entrepreneur for performing 
stewarding tasks. The organizer is obliged to exercise control over the im-
plementation of all the measures envisaged by the law. However, it is some-
what of a problem that Serbia is the only former Yugoslav states which has 
not passed a law on private security as yet (The Bulletin of Internal Affairs 
of the EU and Serbia, No. 13). Besides, the security arrangements and the 
organization of sporting events are seldom entrusted to professionals.  

The provisions of the Law envisage a wide range of both preventive and 
repressive measures aimed at preventing violence at sporting events. How-
ever, an increasing number of incidents with elements of violence taking 
place during sport manifestations, as well as the incompleteness of certain 
legal provisions, called for amending the Law in 2007 and once again in 
2009 (Službeni glasnik RS, br. 111/09) in such a way as to enhance the ac-
countability of all participants and envisage a stricter penal policy. The elab-
oration was given regarding the already existing and the newly introduced 
responsibilities of all the participants of the sport event, as well as the MI, 
with a view to more efficiently and effectively reducing the risk of outbursts 
of violence and improper conduct of the supporters and combating hooligan-
ism. The most important change was broadening the scope of the law so as 
to encompass the areas outside sport fields that are related to sporting events. 
However, the major setback in practice is the absence of regulations regard-
ing the powers, responsibilities, and tasks or private security agencies, ac-
companied by the fact that apart from the law, there are no bylaws which 
would provide for the service of providing physical security. 

In the meantime, it seems that the main problem is not the norm, but the 
implementation of the existing laws in the practice of courts and the penal 
policy. The minister of sport has emphasized on a number of occasions that 
only 2.4% of the accused hooligans have been convicted, which shows that 
curbing hooliganism is by no means a state priority (Savkovic, 2010). The 
case of Uroš Miši , a Red Star supporter, is paradigmatic in many ways. 
During a football match in December 2007 he shoved the lighted torch into 
the mouth of a gendarme, Nebojša Trajkovi , who sustained serious injuries. 
The case was given a lot of publicity and met the condemnation of the pub-
lic, but also provoked the opposite reactions on the part of fan groups, whose 
blogs claimed that the gendarme “got what he asked for” while the graffiti 
“Justice for Uroš” were written in cities and towns all over Serbia. The Red 
Star players, most probably under pressure from the supporters, appeared on 
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the pitch wearing T-shirts with the inscription “Justice for Uroš” at the be-
ginning of a match, for which they were fined. The Ministry of Justice, judg-
es and prosecutors condemned such conduct as unacceptable. Various forms 
of pressure on the court were noted, including banners at stadiums threaten-
ing the trying judge. Miši  was convicted of an attempted murder in two tri-
als and sentenced to 10 years’ imprisonment, which is the legal minimum for 
this criminal offence, only to have the sentence reduced by half by the Court 
of Appeal based on the changed indictment which redefined the offence as 
an assault on a law enforcement officer in the execution of security tasks. 
Gendarme Trajkovi  is disappointed and plans to leave Serbia, asking for a 
political asylum abroad (http://www.naslovi.net/2011-05-03/kurir/trajkovic-
razocaran-sam-kaznom-za-urosa-misica/2511812). 

The constitutional court has discussed a ban on 14 supporters’ groups, but 
the decision has not been made yet. However, as the Serbian ombudsman 
says, the ban is not the cure for the illness but for the pain. 

Closing considerations 

The most successful and most frequently used models for explaining and 
understanding sport-related violence and improper conduct of the supporters 
includes the sub-cultural model, psychology of the masses, and the deviation 
model. In the case of Serbia, however, it seems that the model of anomie as a 
prolonged state of disturbed social functions or Durkheim’s ‘social fact’ in 
the circumstances of the transitional crisis can offer satisfactory explanations 
for the escalation of supporters’ violence, conditions and dimensions which 
characterize this phenomenon. 

The context in which violence occurs during sporting events is marked by 
a heritage of ethnic conflicts, political instability, and weak institutions. This 
violence should be viewed in a broader context of development in the territo-
ry of the former Yugoslavia, still dominated by the post-war trauma due to 
inadequate coping with the responsibility for war crimes, the fact that there 
has been no national reconciliation, and the still existing inter-ethnic tensions 
and animosities, as well as the feeling of hopelessness resulting from a high-
ly problematic transition. The youth growing up in this atmosphere, includ-
ing the several-years-long isolation of Serbia and absence of opportunities 
for travelling abroad, resort to violence as a sub-cultural symbol and a valve 
for releasing frustrations, as well as a mechanism for establishing their own 
principles of justice and the system of values that is opposed to the official 
one. 

Slow and inefficient transition of the system of values and the develop-
ment of democratic institutions in Serbia has been accompanied by a multi-
tude of problems which bear consequences to society. The crisis of morals 
and social values, unemployment, poverty, problems in the functioning of 
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the state organs, marginalized and underprivileged youth, and in particular 
escalating violence all have significant effects. 

The police are undoubtedly a very important institution in charge of the 
social response to the phenomenon of hooliganism, but they certainly cannot 
cope with this complex social phenomenon alone, especially in the described 
social circumstances. In a situation where there is no consistent state policy 
and clear strategy, where various influences and interests are accompanied 
by controversial actions and rhetoric of the state organs (police, prosecutors, 
courts) and non-state subjects (sport clubs, associations, media) it is almost 
impossible to approach the problem of hooliganism in an efficient and effec-
tive way. 

This means that a holistic approach is needed, along with a minimum of 
political will. Besides the existing ones, it is necessary to adopt a national 
strategy for the prevention of violence and improper conduct which should 
implicate a wide circle of subjects who work together as partners and share a 
system of values in which violence is unacceptable. These efforts should be 
based on a scientific approach, comparative studies, and the best practice in 
terms of legal measures, organizational coordination, new role of the media, 
responsible political subjects, efficient judiciary, proper education, social 
stigmatization of violence and promotion of tolerance. 
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