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Аbstract: The municipality of Zemun is Belgrade municipality with highest number 
of war-endangered persons. Refugee status or status of internally displaced persons 
still have over 8,000 inhabitants of this municipality. Intensive influx of forced mi-
grants in last decade of XX and at the beginning of XXI century, has led to demo-
graphic and physiognomic changes that were analysed in this work. It has past more 
than 20 years since the settlement of first forced migrants, building now settlements 
and expending existing ones, and many problems of this endangered community 
are resolving slowly or not resolving at all. Among the major problems are unsolved 
status issues of refugees and intermediate displaced persons, incomplete integra-
tion, expansion of unplanned and infrastructural unregulated settlements.
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mun, urbanization, pseudo-urbanization.

Introduction

The disintegration of SFR Yugoslavia, in perennial years of conflict, re-
sulted in the exodus of millions of people. At the beginning of disintegration 
of SFR Yugoslavia, the first forced migrants from Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and Macedonia arriving in Serbia. With the outbreak of the 
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war in Croatia in 1991 and in B&H in 1992, the number of refugees increases. 
The largest number of refugees arrived in Serbia, at the same time in Zemun 
municipality, in August 1995, after the fall of the Republika Srpska Krajina 
and persecution of Krajina Serbs. The second wave of forced migration oc-
curs after the conflict in Kosovo and Metohija and NATO aggression in 1999.

Forced migration and migrants represent comlpex and interdisciplinary 
phenomenon. Number of forced migrants in the world is constantly increas-
ing, which is why the research of this specific population is of great impor-
tance. According to the last data from 2016 around the world were 65.6 mil-
lions of forced displaced people. From total population of forced migrants 2/3 
of them are IDPs and asil seekers (43.1 million) and refugees 1/3 (22.5 million) 
(UNHCR, 2017). Serbia, with an aproximate 250,000 refuges and displaced 
persons, in 2016 was at 41st place in the world and sixth in Europe by the size 
of this population (UNHCR, 2017). From 1993 till 2005 Serbia continuosly was 
in group of 20 states with highest number of refugees in the world.2 Also, apart 
from the traditionally crisis world warfare, the refugee crisis that has been go-
ing on since the beginning of second decade of the XXI century is one of the 
greatest contemporary problems in Europe. From these reasons, domestic and 
foreign authors are showing more and more interest in this topic.

The study of refugees and IDPs, factors that influence their occurrence, 
multiple changes and influences which hapening in space are dealing by ge-
ographers, demographers, spatial planners, lawyers, political scientists, soci-
ologists, historians, ethnologists and others. The authors mainly deal with the 
problems of integration of refugees and displaced people (Landau, Jacobsen, 
2004, Vujadinović et al., 2011, Rakić, 2012, Стајић, Штрбац, 2013, Block, et 
al., 2013, Šabić et al., 2013, Penninx, Garcés-Mascareñas, 2016, Лукић, 2016, 
Moore, 2017, Parsloe, 2017) and the impact of this population on the socioec-
onomic transformation of new environment (Трипковић, 2005, Кокотовић, 
Филиповић, 2013, Devictor, 2017, Jacobsen, 2017, Parsloe, 2017). Jakobsen 
(2017) believes that in the case of forced migrants, research at the local level 
(cities, settlements, refugee neighborhoods) is necessary versus national or 
global, to understand the impact of this population on city governance, work 
of local services, social cohesion, housing construction, public infrastructure, 
transport, education, health, trade, services. The attention of scientific public 
is also focused on theoretical and methodological issues. Among them, the 
reliability of relevant data sources, the accuracy of statistical data and the 
results of the research being based on them and their conclusions are high-

2 http://www.unhcr.org/56655f4b19.html
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lighted (Vigneswaran, Quirk, 2013, Block, et al., 2013, O’Byrne, 2013, Лукић, 
2015, Devictor, 2017), methodological problems of researching itself and im-
provement of research techniques (Vigneswaran, Quirk, 2013, Block, et al., 
2013). Richmond (1993) and Black (2001) criticize the definition of forced mi-
grants by UN Convention relating to the Status of Refugees from 1951. This 
Convention and its provisions are still considered to be relevant, although 
there is an evident incompatibility with modern migration flows (Лукић, 
2015). Similar doubts about the definition of the category of forced migrants 
and various interpretations are also quotes by the other authors (Hathaway, 
et al., 2013, O’Byrne, 2013, Kuti, 2014).

Methodology and data

Although any forced migration from one state to another is an exile, 
the conception of refugees is not clear because of different determinations 
by various institutions, organizations, international and domestic law. Refu-
gees are persons who are considered refugees under the UN Convention re-
lating to the Status of Refugees, International Law and the Law on Refugees 
of the Republic of Serbia (UNHCR, KIRS, 1996, Korać Mandić et al., 2006, 
Лукић, 2015). Also, displaced persons from Kosovo and Metohija are being 
lead as internally displaced persons (IDP), because they did not leave Serbia, 
they are Serbian citizens and displaced inside its territory (UNHCR, KIRS, 
2000). Despite their different official status, their problems do not distinct 
significantly from problems that refugees have.

Statistic data about refugees and internally displaced persons can be 
found in the publications of the Commissariat for Refugees and Migration 
(UNHCR, KIRS, 1996, UNHCR, KIRS, 2000, UNHCR, KIRS, 2002, UNHCR, 
KIRS, 2007, KIRS, 2009)3 and in the publications of the Republic Institute 
for Statistics which data are based on the results of the population census 
(Лађевић, Станковић, 2004, Лукић, 2015). In studying refugees and IDPs, 
there is a problem of inaccuracy, incompatibility and lack of data. Inaccura-
cies and incomparability result from the different methodology by which 
these persons are registered, due to different years of registration and the 
change in the municipal border in 2004. Certain parameters and structures 
of the population are not treated and presented in the same way in publica-
tions, which makes it impossible to manage a collective analysis for both 

3 Data by municipalities were not published after 2009, but can be found on the website 
of the Commissariat for Refugees and Migration.
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groups of displaced persons. In the Commissariat’s publications, the pre-
sented data refers only to persons with recognized refugee status and IDPs 
status. These data will be used in the work. The population of persons with 
refugee status and status of IDPs has been known for the past 10 years based 
on people who are extending refugee and IDPs identity card.

Population of refugees and internally displaced persons

The first post-war census of refugees and other war-affected persons 
from 1996, the number of registered forced migrants in Serbia amounted to 618 
181. Out of that number, 537,937 persons (87%) had refugee status and 80,244 
persons (13%) were defined as other war endangered persons who according 
to international and domestic legal norms do not have the right to a refugee 
status, mainly because of possession of Serbian citizenship (UNHCR, KIRS, 
1996). The Government of FRY considered that the actual number of forced 
migrants exceeds the number of those who are registered by about 20% (Ilić, 
2001). With 140,662 refugees (26.2%), the City of Belgrade represented their sig-
nificant destination due to increased opportunities for employment, accommo-
dation and education. Among the municipalities of Belgrade, with the largest 
number of refugees (22,0854), the municipality of Zemun was distinguished. 
Of the total refugee population on the territory of the municipality of Zemun 
moved in 4.1% of refugees or more exactly 15.7% of the refugees in the territory 
of the City of Belgrade. Most were refugees from Croatia (61.1%), while the rest 
were mostly from B&H. More refugees were registered only in the municipali-
ties of Novi Sad (40,602) and Loznica (26,379) (UNHCR, KIRS, 1996).

New forced migrants settled throughout Central Serbia and Vojvodina 
after the outbreak of conflict in Kosovo and Metohija in 1998 and NATO ag-
gression against Serbia in 1999. The first registration of IDPs was organized 
in 2000, when 187,129 were registered. The largest number of IDPs had a tem-
porary residence in Belgrade (53,013 or 28.3%) and of that number 5,931 in 
the municipality of Zemun. More number of IDPs lived in Kraljevo, Kraguje-
vac, Niš, Kruševac, Smederevo and the Belgrade municipality of Voždovac.5

4 Besides the refugees, 3,667 other war-affected persons were registered, so the total num-
ber of forced migrants in the Zemun municipality amounted to 25,752 (UNHCR, KIRS, 1996).

5 http://www.kirs.gov.rs/docs/statistika/izbirl2016.pdf
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Table 1 – Comparative overview of the number of refugees and IDPs in Zemun Municipality6 
1996-2016.

Year 1996 2000 2001 2004 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Refugees 22,085 / 24,847 7,942 6,144 5,513 / 4,461 4,030 3,576 2,639 2,035 1,908

IDP / 5,931 / / 6,877 / 6,696 6,681 6,658 / 6,212 6,249 6,244

Total / / / / 13,021 / / 11,142 10,688 / 8,851 8,284 8,152

Source: http://www.kirs.gov.rs/docs/statistika/izbirl2016.pdf

The following registration of refugees and IDPs shows significant chang-
es in this population. It happens due the influx of new refugees and IDPs, repa-
triation (return), going to third countries, and the effects of birth and mortality. 
By the next census of refugees in 2001, their number in Serbia has gone down 
by 159,348 or 29.6%, and in Belgrade by 27,082 or 19.3%. In spite of that, the 
number of refugees in Zemun municipality increased by 2,762 or 12.5%. For a 
short period of five years, refugee distribution has changed significantly. Bel-
grade and the municipality of Zemun (24,447 refugees, with a share of 21.9% 
within Belgrade) have still represented half the concentration of the refugee 
population. With the third census, organized at the end of 2004 and beginning 
of 2005, it has been carried out a new registration and revision of persons with 
refugee status. As a result of easier procedures for obtaining Serbian citizen-
ship and ID card, the number of refugees has been rapidly reduced. At that 
time about 250,000 people gained Serbian citizenship, which is the largest pro-
cess of integration of refugees in modern Europe (Влада Републике Србије, 
2011). That way the number of refugees in the Zemun municipality decreased 
by 16,905 or 68% compared to 2001. The number of refugees in the following 
period had a constant and relatively uniform tendency of decline. After the 
first census, IDPs continued to move into the Zemun municipality. At the first 
following registration in 2008, their largest number was registered (6,877). In 
the following period, the number of IDPs decreased with a lower intensity, 
with a slight increase from 2014 to 2015 (Table 1).

6 Data for refugees until 2008 include persons who lived in the settlements of the cur-
rent municipality of Surčin.
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Figure 1 – Refugees and IDPs in Zemun municipality by age of registration    
Source: Commissariat for Refugees and Migration

Collective data on both groups of migrants can be monitored since 
2008 when the total number of forced migrants amounted to 13,021. In the 
2011 census, their share in the total population of the municipality was 6.6%7. 
According to the latest data from 2016, in the municipality of Zemun, 1,908 
refugees and 6 244 IDPs or in total of 8,152 forced migrants were registered. 
Compared to 2008, the total number of forced migrants is 4,869 or 37.4% low-
er, mostly due to the legal integration of refugees. According to the number 
of members of these two endangered populations, in 2016 Zemun munici-
pality was in the fifth place after Kraljevo, Kragujevac, Niš and Smederevo.

Consequences, situation and problems

The objective of each country and local administration is to reduce the 
number of refugees and IDPs as effectively as possible in a shorter period 
and solve the essential problems of this population. There are three possi-
ble ways - integration, repatriation (return) and migration to third countries 

7 According to the results of the 2011 census, according to a different methodology where 
refugee population is separated, their share in the Zemun municipality is 12.7% (Лукић, 2015).
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(Влада Републике Србије, 2011). The implementation of these solutions 
is not possible without support of international factors, humanitarian or-
ganizations and mutual cooperation of countries that are affected by this 
problem. The goal of all declarations, resolutions, strategies and conferences 
was the same - solving the refugee and IDP problems and closing this issue. 
There were positive effects, but this vulnerable population and its problems 
are still present, throughout Serbia, as well as in the Zemun municipality.

According to the number of refugees and IDPs and their share in the total 
population the Municipality of Zemun was and remained among the leading 
municipalities in Serbia for two decades. Their spatial distribution within the 
municipality is not evenly balanced. The highest concentration of refugees and 
IDPs is in suburban and rural settlements8: Batajnica, Zemun Polje, Altina, Plavi 
Horizonti, Ugrinovci, Busije and Grmovac. A smaller part of this population 
lives in the urban part of Zemun, built until the 1990s. In the peri-urban zone of 
Belgrade, more exactly Zemun, as its urban part, there are favorable conditions 
for business, employment, development of crafts, small economy, agriculture, 
construction of housing, production and storage space, because there are lower 
prices of land, houses, apartments and annuities in relation on the narrow core 
of Zemun (Матијевић et al., 2005). Beside that, in the Zemun municipality, be-
fore the outbreak of the conflict, lived people who were originatly from these 
areas, so a considerable number of expelled was or stayed with friends and rela-
tives. The temporary accommodation solution was provided by collective cent-
ers. The last collective center in Zemun municipality ,,7. јuli“ was closed in 2012.9

Since the 1990s, the process of population and urban expansion and 
transformation has been taking place in Zemun municipality. Since 1991 
(146,056), the population of Zemun municipality has grown by 22,114 inhab-
itants or 15% by 2011 (168,170). Most of the refugees and IDPs contributed 
to this. Besides the absolute increase in population, there has been a smaller 
change in the age structure. Refugees and IDPs are in average younger than 
the local population of the municipality10. There was a significant impact on 
the change in the ethnic structure. From the period of immigration of the ex-

8 Except Zemun, a higher presence of refugees and IDPs is recorded among Belgrade 
municipalities, in suburban and rural settlements of Čukarica, Palilula, Voždovac, Zvezdara 
and Grocka.

9 http://www.kirs.gov.rs/articles/centri.php?lang=SER

10 The young population of internally displaced persons in the municipality accounted 
for 46.5% of the population (UNHCR, KIRS, 2000).
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iles, there was ethnic homogenization in favor of the Serbs. In 1991 the Serbs 
accounted for 80% and in 2011 89% of the population of Zemun municipality.

Figure 2 – Expansion of the residential zone in Zemun municipality                   
in period 1995-2017.

The settlement of a large number of people in a relatively short period 
of time resulted in the expansion of the existing ones (Batajnica, Ugrinovci, 
Zemun Polje) and the building of new settlements (Altina, Plavi Horizonti, 
Busije, Grmovac). Stirred, spontaneous urbanization was followed by illegal 
construction. The unplanned expansion of the city territory, that is the hous-
ing zone in the peripheral parts, was carried out at the expense of agricul-
tural land. So, for example, Busije, a settlement located between Ugrinovci 
and Batajnica, founded on the land of PIK Napredak, and Altina on the land of 
PIK Zemun. As a result of that, the settled population can not convert the land 
from agricultural to construction and legalize theirs facilities. The existing set-
tlements were infrastructurally regulated, according to the size and functions 
of the time, whereas the area where new settlements were built was not in-
tended for housing construction and had no any infrastructure. Infrastructure 
investment in the following period was not proportionate to the population 
dynamics and spatial-functional transformation of this part of municipality 
and existing settlements. Electricity was introduced step by step, water sup-
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ply system, bus lines. Access roads and streets were built. The side streets are 
mostly macadam and been asphalted only in recent years. There are insuffi-
cient number of schools, kindergartens, health centers and outpatient clinics, 
sports and recreational terrains. There is a plan of continuing construction of 
the sewerage system. Because of the slow functioning of local administration, 
the locals financed the construction of the infrastructure themselves. And after 
20 years since the first houses were lifted, these settlements remained more 
or less infrastructurally unregulated. The best example is Grmovac, which in-
habitants lived and still living in inadequate conditions. Grmovac is the small-
est11 and furthest settlement from the municipal center (the only settlement on 
the south side of the highway). Although it is located along the highway, the 
absence of a direct, closest exit to the highway makes it the most isolated set-
tlement in the municipality. The settlement began to build in 1997 on the agri-
cultural land of the PKB. The citizens of Grmovac did not have electricity for 
10 years, and they waited until 2011 for the construction of the water supply 
system. Since the pipes did not go through the entire settlement, a part of the 
population still does not have water. Only two streets are asphalted, and the 
bus line was established in 2009. In Grmovac there is no school, kindergarten, 
post office, infirmary, playground for children, sewage.

Conclusion

The number of refugees and IDPs in the Zemun municipality has been 
significantly reduced in the past 20 years. The reduction of this vulnerable 
population came mainly due to legal integration, i.e. the acceptance of Ser-
bian citizenship (for refugees) and ID card with the address in the Zemun 
municipality. More than 8,000 refugees and IDPs have maintained refugee/
IDPs legitimation and status. It is considered that the sense of security that 
this status gives them the main reason for its retention. In case of deletion 
from the register of refugees or displaced persons, they lost certain benefits 
and the right to apply for various assistance programs (Лукић, 2015).

The intensive migration movements caused certain demographic 
changes in the municipality. They most clearly reflected on changes in space, 
through the increasing of the residential zone. Building new ones and ex-
panding existing settlements is supported in order to solve the residential 
needs of displaced persons. Except assistance to provide cheap plots and 
building materials, the Municipality and the City have not long shown inter-

11 According to the local words Grmovac have about 1,000 inhabitants.
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est in solving key problems in these settlements. In the last 10 years, there 
have been noticed increased infrastructure works and investments of the 
Municipality of Zemun and the City of Belgrade. Many problems have not 
been resolved, institutions of general interest (health institutions, schools, 
kindergartens), street roads with a sidewalk, developed public transport 
lines, plumbing and sewerage network, green areas, sports and recreational 
facilities are missing. Organization of settlements and construction of infra-
structure contents that exist in other parts of Zemun and Belgrade are ham-
pered by the slow administrative procedure and the problem of legalization, 
not only of individual facilities, but of the entire settlements.

It is still necessary to provide continuous support and better condi-
tions for all refugees and internally displaced populations in the process of 
their full integration, regardless of status. Although the largest number of 
refugees and displaced persons is officially integrated in time, integration 
itself is a complex process and does not involve the automatic and rapid 
solving of their existential problems and life needs.
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