Ecological Crisis! Soon at Your Doorstep

By Ljubica Ognjenovi¢ (Opinion)

Blurb: In the era of agricultural crises, Serbian citizens’ resistance against lithium mining on
fertile land has gone almost unnoticed. But the crisis has the potential to set a precedent in
Europe—is the international community willing to step up?
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Civil movements have not been few nor far between in modern-day Europe, but one seems to
have gone almost entirely unnoticed by the international community.

The roots of the crisis originate as early as 2004, when jadarite, a mineral with high lithium
content, was discovered. Jadarite originates from the fertile Jadar Basin in the west of Serbia and
is a chemically unique compound, compared to Kryptonite due to its structure. Unlike its
citizens, the Serbian government has been open to hearing about new mining opportunities. The
discovery drew the attention of international mining companies, including Rio Tinto.

Rio Tinto is an Anglo-Australian mining company established in 1873. Its name originates from
the river of the same name in Spain, which has been permanently polluted by high levels of
heavy metal sulfides from centuries of mining. The company has been at the center of many
international scandals, most notably their reckless approach to Aboriginal lands which led to the

ruin of a 40,000-year-old cave.

The company, registered in Serbia under Rio Sava, started buying land from its original owners
around 2021. When many of the Basin's citizens resisted, citing not only the area's agricultural
potential but also how it's been cared for by generations of their family, the company turned to
the government.


https://www.nhm.ac.uk/our-science/research/projects/jadar-deposit-serbia.html
https://www.uv.es/uvweb/natural-history-museum/en/news/museuhn-home-did-know-kryptonite-1285943428347/Novetat.html?id=1286125908578
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1157&context=gly_facpub#:~:text=Abstract%20Mining%20of%20massive%20sulfide,the%20New%20World%20in%201492.
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1157&context=gly_facpub#:~:text=Abstract%20Mining%20of%20massive%20sulfide,the%20New%20World%20in%201492.
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/may/26/rio-tinto-blasts-46000-year-old-aboriginal-site-to-expand-iron-ore-mine
https://riotintoserbia.com/en/

Instead of supporting the citizens’ demands to pull the plug on the project, the government,
dominated by the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) since 2012, attempted to amend its
expropriation law to say that the government may expropriate land for whatever it deems to be
“of national interest”. This would have forced families of the valley out of their fatherland “for
the national good”.

The public reacted with mass protests in the country’s capital, Belgrade. The proposed
amendments were eventually withdrawn, with Serbian President Aleksandar Vuci¢ saying that he
did not intend on “‘ruining more lives than the original plan supposed.” This led to opposition

media raising the question of just how many lives were meant to be ruined.

These protests were covered by international media, including the BBC branch in Serbia, Al
Jazeera, and Radio Free Europe. Even Novak Dokovi¢, the world-class tennis player, supported
the protests on his Instagram story.

Due to the sheer number of people involved reaching what Dr. Savo Manojlovi¢, head of the
non-governmental organization behind the ecological protests (Kreni-Promeni), called “a critical
mass”, President Aleksandar Vuci¢ announced that he would put a stop to the Rio Tinto project
altogether. He did so in December 2021 by annulling the project plan for the Loznica
municipality (at the center of the basin) though he did not address the demands for the permanent
ban.

Nonetheless, the citizens of the Basin reported continued pressures to sell their properties. Under
the leadership of Kreni-Promeni (which branches out to various areas of civil action, but is most
notably involved in ecological issues), over 38,000 signatures were collected as part of the
national initiative to ban the mining of lithium and borate (another mineral that has caused severe
damage to the east of the country).

According to Serbian Law, if any entity collects over 30,000 signatures in under 30 days, its
proposition has to be discussed by the Parliament. Instead, since Kreni-Promeni submitted the
documentation, parliamentary staff have been claiming that it has been “displaced”. No further
explanations have been given as to how the documents could have disappeared once given to the
Parliament staff. Pressures on the residents continued, and international executives continued

living in Serbia. After weeks of marches around the Presidential Residence, the Parliament, and
the national television station, some of the citizens of the valley organized a multi-day protest
camp in front of the Presidential Building.

Earlier this year, President Vuci¢ spoke on Pink TV, one of the national networks, and said that
he regretted pulling out of the project, and suggested it would return.


https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon_o_eksproprijaciji.html
https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon_o_eksproprijaciji.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A10LX_VDHNI
https://www.bbc.com/serbian/lat/srbija-59582104
https://nova.rs/vesti/politika/skandalozna-izjava-vucica-nemamo-pravo-da-unistavamo-vise-zivota-od-planiranog/
https://www.bbc.com/serbian/lat/srbija-59546173#:~:text=Risovi%C4%87evu%20fotografiju%20sa%20protesta%20protiv,i%20doga%C4%91aj%22%2C%20ka%C5%BEe%20Risovi%C4%87.
https://www.bbc.com/serbian/lat/srbija-59546173#:~:text=Risovi%C4%87evu%20fotografiju%20sa%20protesta%20protiv,i%20doga%C4%91aj%22%2C%20ka%C5%BEe%20Risovi%C4%87.
https://www.jutarnji.hr/vijesti/svijet/vucic-se-definitivno-povukao-i-potjerao-rio-tinto-iz-srbije-sto-se-tice-njih-sve-je-zavrseno-15147788
https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon_o_referendumu_i_narodnoj_inicijativi.html
https://insajder.net/teme/slucaj-nestanka-inicijative-sa-38-000-potpisa-gradana-rokovi-prosli-zakon-prekrsen-nadlezni-ne-reaguju
https://nova.rs/vesti/drustvo/kamperi-ispred-predsednistva-porucuju-vise-necemo-pricati-sta-cemo-raditi/
https://nova.rs/vesti/drustvo/kamperi-ispred-predsednistva-porucuju-vise-necemo-pricati-sta-cemo-raditi/

The pushback was even stronger this time, with citizens organizing protests and railroad
blockades, though with less international press coverage. In the lead-up to the announced
blockades, some of the organizers from informal ecological societies of other areas with mining
issues and organizers were taken into custody and questioned. They later described this as an
attempt to scare them into submission.

On the biggest blockade of two main Belgrade train stations, supported by the Jadar citizens, the
NGO sector, and student associations, police forcefully removed the people from the railroad and

arrested three prominent organizers - Ivan Bjeli¢ and Nikola Risti¢, who chained themselves to
the rails, and Jevdenije Julijan Dimitrijevi¢, who tried to talk them out of it.

Since the reinstatement of the plan, the company has been promising minimal ecological effects
and prosperity, though scientists find this highly unlikely. Dr Dragana Pordevi¢ warned that the
sulfuric acids used in mining and cleaning the ore would cause irreparable damage not just to the
Basin, but to the rest of the country to which it is connected via riverbeds. In addition,
economists calculated that the overall improvement in living standards would amount to 2.6

euros per capita, a claim denied by the company. In comparison, USDA reports that Serbian

agricultural exports amounted to $4.1 billion (3.7 billion euros), suggesting that agriculture is a
significant aspect of Serbian profit. In the aftermath of agricultural protests across Europe, the
importance of listening to the workers in this field seems more beneficial than ever before.

Serbia has been divided on many issues, from who should hold office, to how religious beliefs
should be displayed in a (constitutionally) secular country, but has so far been united in attempts
to ensure Rio Tinto stays out of the Jadar Basin.

Interestingly, in his July visit to Belgrade, German Chancellor Olaf Sholz expressed his support
for the mining project, with the implication that the mined lithium would be exported to
Germany to produce batteries for electric vehicles. This illustrates that not even an EU candidate
(which Serbia is) is safe from the invasion of foreign interests.

Recently, the Dean and management of the Public Electro-Technical Faculty of the University of
Belgrade resigned after being pressured to support the mining.

On October 10, 2024, Parliament once again rejected the proposal to ban mining in a closed
voting, and civil societies have announced a new series of protests.

With the recent lack of success in fulfilling the demands of protests, it appears that international
support would be needed, not just from the NGO sector, but from the official institutions as well.
Citizens, already discouraged by multiple series of failed political protests against ecological
neglect, electoral corruption, and violence, seem to be losing hope. Support from the European



https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/thousands-demand-halt-rio-tintos-lithium-project-serbia-2024-08-10/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/thousands-demand-halt-rio-tintos-lithium-project-serbia-2024-08-10/
https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/objavili-su-nam-rat-oglasio-se-privedeni-zlatko-kokanovic-iz-marice-video/
https://uzvik.rs/vesti/policija-opkolila-i-izbacila-demonstrante-sa-prokopa.html
https://vreme.com/vesti/policija-izbacila-gradjane-iz-prokopa-uhapsila-trojicu-aktivista/
https://vreme.com/vesti/policija-izbacila-gradjane-iz-prokopa-uhapsila-trojicu-aktivista/
https://www.danas.rs/vesti/ekonomija/djordjevic-eksploatacija-litijuma-u-nemackoj-iz-podzemnih-voda-bila-bi-najcistija-a-u-jadru-najprljavija/
https://kreni-promeni.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/20241010-KOLIKO-BI-SRBIJA-DOBILA-OD-PROJEKTA-JADAR-FINAL.pdf
https://kreni-promeni.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/20241010-KOLIKO-BI-SRBIJA-DOBILA-OD-PROJEKTA-JADAR-FINAL.pdf
https://insajder.net/prenosimo/rio-tinto-netacna-racunica-da-bi-od-projekta-jadar-prihod-drzave-bio-2-6-evra-po-glavi-stanovnika
https://apps.fas.usda.gov/newgainapi/api/Report/DownloadReportByFileName?fileName=Exporter%20Guide%20_Belgrade_Serbia_RB2024-0001.pdf
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/protest-litijum-srbija-vlast-hapsenja/33076035.html
https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/dekan-etf-a-i-clanovi-uprave-podneli-ostavke-zbog-projekta-jadar/
https://n1info.rs/vesti/kokanovic-protest-u-sredu-u-loznici-pozivam-i-na-blokade-sirom-srbije/
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/srbija-izbori-opozicija-protest/32753417.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w0jt1USN3I8

Union for its candidate country remains lacking despite discussions on the problem in the
European Parliament.

In a time of world-wide political uncertainty, attempts of what can only be described as
modern-day economic colonization should not go unnoticed, especially when they are happening
at the very heart of Europe, and its consequences could affect far more than just the citizens of
Jadar.

And if the battle is lost, who is to say that these companies will not eventually gain enough
financial and lobbying power to permeate into more powerful states? If no action is taken, we
can look forward to a global ecological crisis as unethical mining companies spread their
influence.



