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PREFACE:
Towards Another Balkans!

The first Balkan Forum took place within the Subversive
Festival in Zagreb, in May 2012, and gathered up to 40
progressive organizations and movements from across
the post-socialist states of the region. It was for the first
time since the collapse of state socialist regimes and Yu-
goslavia, that progressive leftist forces - from Slovenia,
Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Kosovo, Mace-
donia, Albania, Bulgaria and Romania - came together to
discuss and imagine a common future for their region.
The Forum identified the neuralgic spots of the wide-
spread crisis of both neoliberal economic order and repre-
sentative democracy and, finally, defined possible strate-
gies of resistance and political action in Southeast Eu-
rope. The first Balkan Forum prioritised the following is-
sues: social justice, resistance to the neoliberal agenda,
the struggle for the commons, economic relations, dein-
dustrialization and workers’ struggles and, finally, the
crisis of electoral democracy and the need for deep
democratization of Balkan societies.

This is how the Balkan Forum came into being as an
informal platform for mutual cooperation that can gener-
ate concrete social, economic and political proposals. Six
working groups were established and presented their re-
ports at the second Balkan Forum, held at the Subversive
Festival in May 2013, where more than 50 organizations,
movements and groups took part in self-organised panels
and plenary sessions. The working groups concentrated
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on the following topics: democratization and participa-
tion, workers’ struggles, the commons, economic alter-
natives, sexual and class equality, and media and the pub-
lic sphere.

Four working groups dealing with the commons,
democratization and participation, workers’ struggles
and economic alternatives continued their work in 2013
and 2014 and prepared their reports that we present in
this volume. Up to 35 activists took part in drafting these
reports with the goal to provide a critical examination of
the situation in the region in all its varieties, to map and
evaluate the existing social and political struggles and, fi-
nally, to suggest alternative social, economic and political
strategies.

In order to avoid the old curse of ‘one step forward,
two steps back’, we strongly believe that these reports
provide a valuable resource for existing and future social
and political movements sharing the goal of progressive
anti-capitalist transformation of the Balkan societies to-
wards profound democratization and social equality. At
the same time, these reports invite a productive continu-
ation of discussions and disagreements on the Left, across
the Balkans and elsewhere in Europe. Without a unified
Balkan left, we believe, there is no viable future for the
Balkans. The activities of the Balkan Forum are among
first steps in that direction.

In solidarity!

Vedrana Bibi¢, Andrea Milat, Sre¢ko Horvat and Igor Stiks,
Coordinators of the Balkan Forum



The Struggle for the
Commons in the Balkans

THE COMMONS WORKING GROUP: Danijela Majstorovic,
Georgi Medarov, Dubravka Sekuli¢, Vladimir Simovic,
Tomislav Tomasevi¢ and Danijela Dolenec (coordinator)

This paper was prepared for the 27¢ Balkan Forum that
took place on May 12-14, 2013 at the Subversive Forum in
Zagreb. The forum aimed to open space for social move-
ments in the region to discuss common strategies of re-
sistance and viable alternatives to the current social, po-
litical and economic model. Our Working Group analysed
the potential of the commons both as discourse and as
praxis in forwarding these alternatives.

In this paper we first offer a brief theoretical intro-
duction into the concept of the commons, advancing a
critical political approach to their understanding. In the
second part of the paper we relate the concept of the com-
mons to an outline of key features of the political econo-
my of post-socialism in the Balkans, while in the third
part we present some existing social movements and ex-
amples of popular resistance in the region that could be
related to the concept of the commons. We conclude by
suggesting ways in which the commons could be ad-
vanced as a political project for the Left in the Balkans.
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CONCEPTS, HISTORY AND EVOLUTION

The commons is becoming a key theoretical concept used
by the Left as many authors recognise its unifying poten-
tial for many ongoing struggles that challenge the current
political and economic system. The term ‘commons’ has
historically been used to denote natural commons like
land and pastures that were used in common. This was the
case in England until around the 16" century when the
process of enclosure started. Linked to Marx’s concept of
primitive accumulation, enclosure was fundamental in
the formation of capitalist relations because it concomi-
tantly secured the landless labour class and the initial ac-
cumulation of capital. However, Harvey (2003) argues
that this process of enclosure happens continuously in
capitalism, describing it as ‘accumulation by disposses-
sion’, essentially capturing an ongoing process in which
the logic of capital extends to ever new domains of socie-
ty. This can take the form of land grabs and enclosures of
previously community owned resources or privatization
of formerly public services such as health and education.
In the Balkans, as a European periphery, it may be ar-
gued that accumulation by dispossession has been the
driving force of expanding capitalist relations, pushing
struggles for the commons to the centre of political mobi-
lisation. The current politics of austerity and the accom-
panying drive for privatization and commodification are
jeopardizing public governance both of natural resources
such as water and land, and of publicly managed services
such as education, healthcare or the media. Today, across
the Balkans many social spheres are exposed to demands
for privatization and pressured into demonstrating their
short-term economic value, while private ownership is
invariably presented as a superior solution. It is against
these circumstances that various social movements have
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emerged across the region, and it is in this context that
we aim to develop the commons movement as a political
force which questions the fundamentals of current eco-
nomic relations and proposes progressive alternatives to
the status quo.

The concept of commons was introduced to main-
stream social science by Elinor Ostrom. From the early
1970s she studied hundreds of cases where local commu-
nities managed natural common pool resources, like for-
ests and fisheries, without the interference of either mar-
ket or state. She wanted to contest Hardin’s (1968) infa-
mous concept of the ‘tragedy of the commons’ which
claimed that the only way to avoid the destruction of nat-
ural commons was through government regulation or
privatisation. Ostrom (1990) showed that there were
many cases where communities succeeded in sustainably
managing commons without state regulation or private
property regime. However, her work only entered the
mainstream when she was awarded the Nobel Prize in
Economic Sciences in 2009, for challenging ‘the conven-
tional wisdom that common property is poorly managed
and should be either regulated by central authorities or
privatised’ (Nobel Prize Committee, 2009). More recent-
ly, she expanded her theory from natural to social com-
mons, like knowledge, providing social movements with
new arguments that oppose privatisation and experi-
ment with social innovations.

Notwithstanding that, it needs to be noted that Os-
trom envisioned the commons as complementary to the
existence of markets and states, and that she did not take
on a structural critique of capitalist relations. She relied
on rational choice institutionalism, analysing individual
agency and successful overcoming of dilemmas of collec-
tive action, which is an approach incapable of recognising
macro-structural drivers like accumulation by disposses-
sion, which systematically encroach on the commons all
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over the world. In that sense, we need to build on the leg-
acy of Ostrom’s work, but in the direction which will af-
firm the values of radical democracy, material sustaina-
bility and egalitarianism without forgetting to critically
examine capitalism as a site of exploitation and domina-
tion. We propose to develop the theory of the commons
by securing its link with the Marxian insistence that cap-
italism be analysed as a mode of production (Dolenec and
Zitko, 2013).

The commons have been defined in many ways, but
forusitisimportant to define them as a political concept.
Following Harvey (2013), the commons are ‘about how
we develop a common purpose’. Contemporary debates
have found it useful to distinguish between environmen-
tal commons, natural physical wealth that humans inher-
ited, and social commons, knowledge, culture and other
immaterial wealth that humans created (Ostrom i Hess
2007, Hardt 2012, Harvey 2012 and others). While the
struggles around natural commons are based in the deep
awareness of material constraints to human life on this
planet, the digital commons movement tends to disre-
gard these constraints, and is often less critical of the un-
derlying structural fundamentals of capitalist relations.
Similarly, Hardt (2012) notices the different logic be-
tween social movements that fight for environmental
and those that fight for social justice. The anti-capitalist
movements for social justice, which put forward claims
that do not have scarcity constraints are as a result more
autonomist and long-term oriented to radically change
the system. Conversely, environmental movements are
engaged in commons which are limited, which makes
them more state-oriented in order to regulate their use
and more short-term oriented because of urgency of envi-
ronmental threats like climate change.

A commonality among all these movements is that
they oppose property relations, since both material and
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immaterial commons are destroyed by capitalist property
relations. The potential for uniting these types of move-
ments seem particularly fruitful in the Balkans, where
currently both types of social movements are growing
and there is a need to establish a common platform for
action.

A minimal common denominator around current
commons movements is that they are critical of neoliber-
al capitalism and representative democracy. Localising
this to our region, new democracies in the Balkans were
seen as inept and prejudiced, having ‘remarkably few le-
gal, political, and civic skills’ and there was an almost
‘evangelic belief’ in imposing democracy from above
(Knaus and Martin 2003), asa much needed ‘noble exper-
iment’ (Denitch 1996: 60). In effect the political transfor-
mation was accompanied with the restoration of capital-
ist relations which has not been subjected to serious crit-
icism. No government to our knowledge has been held re-
sponsible for the toxic recipe of liberalisation and privati-
zation that contributed to de-industrialisation, high un-
employment rates and increasing poverty across the re-
gion. A through analysis of the political economy of
post-communist societies in the Balkans must subject
the economic policies of the last two decades to serious
criticism, which is why this platform is all the more
important.

A RADICAL CRITICAL CONCEPTION
OF THE COMMONS

Sometimes the commons are defined as a new sphere
that will supplement market and state to buffer both
market and state failures. Many initiatives in the com-
mons movement look towards reducing the reach of mar-
kets into various social domains, but they are not propos-
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ing to transform the underlying logic of capitalism (Dole-
nec 2012). We propose to advance those strands in the
commons movement that reject this conception of the
commons as a kind of ‘third way’ (Mattei 2012, De Ange-
lis 2012), refusing to blunt ‘their revolutionary potential
and legitimate claims for a radical egalitarian redistribu-
tion of resources’ (Mattei 2012:42). Similarly, while
sometimes commons are seen as leading to autonomist
efforts far removed from the state, for us the transforma-
tion of the state is part of the solution; its power must be
grasped to be used in the socialist project of expanding
the commons.

It is in direct confrontation with the state that we
transform public goods to commons. For Helfrich and
Bollier (2012) the distinction between these concepts is
not in the property regime, but in the fact of effective so-
cial control. According to them, public goods are those re-
sources which are effectively controlled by the state and
not by the people which means that they are usually for
the benefit of state elites and not for the people. Harvey
(2012) distinguishes between public goods and commons,
similarly but differently, through the medium of political
action. For example, public space is the space of political
power exercised by the state and not necessarily accessi-
ble to all, like homeless people for example. It becomes a
common space through political action that contests this
space like in VarSavska street in Zagreb, Picin Park in Ban-
ja Luka, Peti Park in Belgrade, or Syntagma Square. For
Harvey, the commons are inherently political and they
are always contested.

De Angelis (2012) warns that capitalism can use the
‘commons fix’ for its further growth, focusing our atten-
tion on the need to use the commons to create a social ba-
sis for alternative ways of articulating social production.
Commons are, in this conception, a vehicle for claiming
ownership over conditions needed for life (social and bio-



I5 The Struggle for the Commons in the Balkans

logical) and its reproduction. Therefore, we have two
tasks: to defend commons from new enclosures and to
create new commons as they become a crucial terrain of
struggle. According to De Angelis, ‘whether the avenue
ahead is one of commons cooptation or emancipation is
not a given’. Therefore, one should always take a critical
position towards the commons and not romanticise
them. Communities as commons can be non-democratic
and oppressive so we should not use the commons uni-
versally as normative, but rather as an analytical, critical
and political concept. Harvey (2012), for example, warns
how sometimes enclosure of commons by the state could
be in common interest, like in the cases of enclosure of
Amazonian rainforest by the state to protect it. It is al-
ways the question of who will benefit from commons.
We should examine commons critically case by case and
use it as concept for uniting common struggles but not as
a panacea.

BALKANS AS THE EUROPEAN PERIPHERY

The post-socialist Balkan states share a common trajecto-
ry from socialist to capitalist societies on the European
periphery. In the late 1980s socialist countries began the
transformation to capitalism and, unlike the ongoing at-
tack on the public sector in Western European countries,
in our region capital started to spread to all spheres of so-
ciety, permeating at the same time both productive and
public service sector.

The last decade of the 20™ century in Balkans was
marked by the dismantling of the socialist heritage, pri-
vatisation and implementation of market reforms. The
immediate effects have been a dramatic fall in produc-
tion, rise of unemployment, rapid impoverishment of a
large part of population and the enormous enrichment of
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a small privileged elite. After a steep decline the level of
GDP Slovenia was the first to reach a level of GDP
achieved in 1989 (in 1998). However, some countries
such as Serbia and Macedonia are still way bellow the
1989 level and there is noindication that they will be able
to reach this level in near future. Slovenia’s more favour-
able position is influenced by stronger trade unions, grad-
ual privatization and slower deindustrialization in com-
parison to other post-socialist countries - banks, public
service sector and some parts of infrastructure in this
country were not privatised and a low rate of local curren-
cy allowed competitiveness of domestic goods in the in-
ternational market. In the period between 1991 and 2004
Slovenia was not in a better position in comparison to the
other post-socialist countries because of its skills in
adopting to capitalism but because it has preserved some
socialist elements (KraSovec 2013).

The process of restoration of capitalism was almost
always followed by lowering taxes, such as taxes on cor-
porate profits, or the introduction of a flat tax rate, under
the pretext of liberalizing the economy and attracting
foreign investors. But even when investors came, it was
often because of cheap labour, low taxes and low environ-
mental standards, as well as subsidies that post-socialist
countries offered to these foreign investors. Foreign di-
rect investment almost never enabled serious develop-
ment of the real sector; usually investments were orient-
ed towards services, agriculture, light industry, produc-
tion of semi-finished goods or assembly lines.

The devastation of local industry during last two
decades further burdened state budgets. As productivity
was falling, unemployment and the proportion of social-
ly vulnerable people was rising. This tendency means
both lower budget revenues from taxation of wages and
the increasing pressure on social welfare which is on the
verge of collapse. The transformation from a socialist to a
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capitalist mode of production means that the profit
stands as the centre of the economy and the measure of
economic success is GDP growth. However, neither of
these two measures tells us much about wellbeing of the
population -a high percentage of the GDP growth can be
accompanied with an increase in inequality, unemploy-
ment, degradation of social and environmental stand-
ards. Similarly, high profitability can come at the expense
of a drastic reduction in wages and taxes and thus an ero-
sion of social services.

In a situation where industry is almost destroyed,
the public sector is still relatively large and the credit debt
constantly grows, neoliberal-oriented governments are
again turning to privatization in order to reduce budget
deficits. Different natural resources such as mines, for-
ests, water springs or parts of urban areas are being put up
for sale. Exploitation of natural resources often lacks ap-
propriate ecological standards. That is why the costs of re-
mediation of environmental damage may exceed budget
revenue. At the same time, in the context of the domi-
nance of neoliberal ideology, the public sector is under
constant pressure. It is usually emphasized that this sec-
tor of the economy is parasitic in the sense that it only
spends budget money. The solution proposed is that the
public services should be exposed to market relations in
order to be more efficient. The state is, therefore, with-
drawing from its role as provider of goods and services
and, guided by neoliberal instructions, it appears only as
a framework for the establishment of ‘a favourable eco-
nomic climate’, in which the market would decide on
production and distribution.

Apart from privatization of public services utilities,
we are also witnessing commodification of non-privat-
ized goods. Here it is useful to recall Marx’s emphasis ac-
cording to which commodity production can never be
production for human needs. In other words, the whole
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logic on which our societies are based today prevents a
truly socially-oriented production. Through the impera-
tive of economic efficiency ever new segments of the
public sector are being commodified and exposed to mar-
ket exchanges. The fact that companies which remain
state-owned - both those engaged in the production of
services and those engaged in the production of goods -
are often misused by political parties further complicates
the problem. This form of exploitation of public property
is not rare, but is, in a manner of self-imposed oriental-
ism, usually attributed to some variant of Balkan back-
wardness. Actually it is capitalism that legitimates greed
and creates ‘institutionalised cynicism’ (Streeck 2010)
whereby we are all disposed to apply, avoid or circumvent
rules for individual benefit. This is why capitalist rela-
tions are blind to ideas of the public good or the public in-
terest, and why the claim that further advancement of
market relations will reduce corruption is a fable myth.
In the Balkans, natural commons were dispossessed
mostly through physical space in cities and in attractive
real-estate locations where financial capital was invested
to maintain the profit rate acquired from primitive accu-
mulation. Cities became the physical space both for the
accumulation of new capital and its rent, and for the ma-
terialisation of surplus capital in the real-estate market.
The global financial crisis hit hard on this region that was
deindustrialised and dependant on financial services and
real-estate market. There is strong pressure for further
privatisation of public services like health, education, so-
cial services, water supply, waste disposal, and even some
conventional core state services like defence and police.
These measures are intended to reduce budgetary deficits
and since monetary policy is impotent, economic growth
can be only be assured by new dispossession, mostly
through lowering of workers’ wages and through de-
struction and privatisation of natural commons which
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are now under unprecedented pressure. Harvey (201I)
explains how capitalism in crises needs a ‘spatial fix’ so
surplus capital can finally be invested in physical space
where it can secure a satisfying profit rate so surplus la-
bour (the unemployed) can be put back in the production
process. These structural problems cannot be solved from
the European periphery. Nevertheless, we can still con-
test austerity measures which are a self-destructing so-
cial mechanism. We can advocate redistribution from
rich to poor, demand change in monetary policy, progres-
sive taxation, economic regionalisation, socialisation of
rents from natural resources and Green-Keynesian indus-
trialisation together with democratic economies that are
labour-intensive, capital-saving, create big social value
and reduce ecological footprint.

A common struggle in the Balkans is possible if we
focus on the common ground in existing struggles. It is
necessary to connect struggles in the region that oppose
privatisation of commons and public goods like water,
forests, agricultural land, factories, healthcare, educa-
tion, urban public spaces, public transport and other
infrastructure.

EXISTING COMMONS STRUGGLES
IN THE BALKANS

Since 2006 social movements for free higher education
have appeared in several countries in the Balkans: from
Slovenia and Croatia to Serbia. Initiatives like the protest
movement ‘Independent Student Initiative’ that
emerged in Zagreb in 2008 had an impact not only in Cro-
atia but in the region more broadly. In Fraser’s (2003)
terms, the movement did not focus narrowly on further-
ing particular interests and rights, but advanced a trans-
formative approach, offering a scourging critique both of
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the capitalist economy and of the limits of representative
democracy (Dolenec and Doolan 2012). Though this
movement did not explicitly couch itself in the language
of the commons, it initiated a radical critique of the polit-
ical economy of capitalism, and affirmed principles of di-
rect democracy, participation and solidarity which lie at
the heart of commons struggles.

In Serbia the largest mobilizations on the topic of
commons happened at Belgrade University. Insufficient
budget funds and exposing faculties to market competi-
tion caused a drastic increase in tuition fees that prevent-
ed members of poorer strata of society access to higher
education. However, the problem is not only in the direct
charging for education, but also in the whole process of
commodification in which knowledge is standardized
and directed towards the needs of the market. In this sit-
uation education loses emancipatory potential and it is
being used only for creating an army of qualified and
highly adaptive labour power i.e. for producing a highly
qualified workforce that is fully subordinated to the de-
mands of capital (Stojanovié, Vesi¢ and Simovic¢ 2013).
Unfortunately, the student movement in Serbia predom-
inantly questioned high tuition fees and demanded re-
form framed within the Bologna process. What was often
left unremarked upon in these students’ struggles was,
on the one hand, the structure that determines the com-
modification of education and, on the other, that this pro-
cess is not an isolated phenomenon, but a rule which is
being implemented at all levels of society. In the fall of
2011, for the first time after a long period of internal con-
flicts, major trade unions in Serbia gathered in a protest
where workers demanded withdrawal of two legislative
proposals concerning public utilities and the introduc-
tion of public-private partnership. Though these propos-
als were soon adopted by the Serbian Parliament, tens of
thousands of protesting workers indicate an awareness
about the negative effects of these laws.
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The ‘Right to the City’ Initiative in Zagreb, which
started in mid-2006, was an important engine of civic re-
sistance in the city for over 5 years. Its activities were di-
rected against the usurpation of public space by private
interests, most notably in the fight for VarSavska Street in
downtown Zagreb. Though that particular struggle was
lost to the cosy liaison between Zagreb’s mayor and a pri-
vate investor, this protest movement has successfully ad-
vanced the agenda of the urban commons in Croatia. It
introduced several critical issues into the public agenda
such as citizen participation in urban planning and sus-
tainable urbanisation, while at the same time exposing
narrow economic interests and crony deals that jeopard-
ize the public interest. A similar initiative centred around
defending the urban commons emerged in Belgrade,
called the ‘Initiative for the Protection of Peti Park’. It
emerged in the summer of 2005 after citizens of a Bel-
grade neighbourhood organised to resist a development
project that would have replaced a city park with a mul-
ti-storey building. This resistance lasted for three years
and it was successful in forcing the city government to
protect the city park.

Furthermore, while the most obvious connection
between recent struggles for the hill Srd (in Dubrovnik,
Croatia) and the space of ‘Beko’ factory (Belgrade, Serbia)
are the architects doing the development projects, closer
inspection unfolds not only more similarities, but focus-
es analysis on ways in which urban struggles for com-
mons take place in the region. Beko (Belgrade Confection)
used to be the largest textile factory in Belgrade, with one
of the production complexes situated in the historical
centre of the city at the foot of Kalemegdan fortress.
Since the mid-1960s it was planned for the factory to be
removed and for the park to be extended. The project
aimed at connecting the foot of the fortress and the bank
of the river Danube. However, the factory stayed where it
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was, and after the 2000s it went into bankruptcy after
which the property of the factory in the city centre was
sold to a Greek developer in 2007. The Greek developer
started changing the urban plan in order to build a closed
mix-use complex consisting of a hotel, shopping mall,
housing and sport facilities. It was only in 2011 that this
transformation reached the media, thanks to a group of,
mostly retired, professionals who protested mainly on
the grounds of the height allowed by the new plan and
the fact that it would ruin the landmark view of Belgrade
fortress. The initiative also stressed that the proposed lo-
cation should be a park as it was planned and that plan-
ning of such an important site should be done in a more
participatory manner. Although this issue carry the po-
tential for uniting a broader coalition of actors who would
address issues related to the future of the city and public/
common space, little had actually happened. In the next
step, one of the most famous architecture bureaus in the
world - Zaha Hadid Architects - was hired to design a new
master plan. The plan was passed by the City, but it also
successfuly diverted the public debate from the questions
of spatial justice and program planned for the site to the
questions of aesthetics of the proposed project. The pub-
lic debate showed the inability of both officials, but also
of society to define the public interest for the site, and the
future development of the City more broadly. An even
more controversial Emirati-funded development project
called ‘Belgrade Waterfront’, that would completely alter
the urban landscape of the Sava riverbank, has been ag-
gressively promoted by the Serbian government.

Srd is a plateau on a hill above Dubrovnik, overlook-
ing the Old Town, and it became the focus of a civic initi-
ative ‘Srd is Ours’. While not entirely owned by the city,
the plateau in question is almost the only free space
where Dubrovnik can spread and build the much-needed
public amenities. Regardless of that, the city has been,
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not so quietly, supporting the plans for a Golf Resort that
would enclose most of Srd. Golf is here, following the
common practices in the world, just an excuse for exten-
sive real-estate development - in this specific case of lux-
urious residential villas. Although the County had reject-
ed the master plan for development in 2010, the support
for the project by the political strata has been increasing,
often stressing the fact that this project will open many
possibilities for employment for the local population,
while undermining the investment the city needs to
make in order to extend the infrastructure to the sites in
question. Like in the case of Beko, in order to try to divert
attention from the nature of this investment to aesthet-
ics, Zaha Hadid Architects were hired to design concept
villas for the resort. However, the project never managed
to stir the discussion away from the true nature of this
project — enclosure of potential commons for Dubrovnik.
The well-organized initiative ‘Srd is Ours’, supported by a
national alliance of other activist alliances, successfully
communicated what the Golf on Srd would do to the city
and the importance of getting involved, even managing
to secure a local referendum. While the vast majority of
people voted against the project, the problematic Croa-
tian Law on Referendum does not make the vote binding
for the Municipality. Although it seemed that the battle
for Srd had been lost, the transformation of the part of ac-
tivist initiative ‘Srd is Ours’ into the independent list ‘Srd
is the City’ for the local elections in 2013 shows how it is
possible to build the political platform by using the con-
cept of the commons.

The actors that produce and reproduce the urban
built environment are the most likely agents for social
change today. The circumstances surrounding Srd, and
struggles focused on social and spatial justice more gener-
ally, show the possibility of the struggle for commons to
become a platform for larger political articulation. In or-
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der for that to happen, it was necessary for those involved
to use the commons paradigm as a critical tool in order to
understand both national and transnational forces driv-
ing privatization of Srd and to position their struggle into
a broader narrative. The Platform ‘Srd is Ours’ built its
strength upon the work and articulation developed in
the Right to the City initiative in Zagreb, and more spe-
cifically on issues surrounding Cvjetni trg and VarSavska
street, and pushed the struggle against the enclosure of
commons, not only for Dubrovnik, but also for the whole
Croatia a step further into the political sphere.

A larger coalition in which the struggles against pri-
vatization of the public/common goods are connected to
unions on the one side, and environmental struggles on
the other - thus forming a broad network of allies - in the
longer run has the potential to redefine the political
scene in Croatia. Unfortunately, in Serbia such tenden-
cies are still weak. While the scale of the land grab, espe-
cially in Belgrade, had been disclosed by media on various
occasions, this has not produced strong public reactions.
Activism is isolated to issues of labour addressing the dis-
possession of workers due to privatizations and deindus-
trialization that followed. The struggle against enclosure
of public space, such was various struggles for public
green open spaces (Peti Park and Zvezdara Forest in Bel-
grade, Aerodrom in Kragujevac) did not address the polit-
ical arena beyond their particular demands, but only on
the grounds of reclaiming the space to its immediate us-
ers. A true understanding of deep connections among the
various anti-privatization struggles still needs to
happen.

When discussing the potential of the commons, the
case of Bosnia and Herzegovina is particularly perplexing
since it is a de facto divided society where ethno-nation-
alist politics, assisted by fear, uncertainty and neo-coloni-
al international community politics (Majstorovi¢ 2007,
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2013), have resulted in little consensus over who did
what in the past to maintain the state of negative peace
(Galtung 1996). The country lives in a kind of perpetual
transition and state of emergency (Agamben 2005, Pan-
dolfi 2010) while the lack of commonality and under-
standing of the commons in the aforementioned sense
have greatly impeded the processes of anti-capitalist
struggle and similar movements in the region. However,
non-traditional models such as informal classrooms, like
The Public Classroom-The Commons in June 2012, organized
by the non-governmental organization ‘Centar Grad’ in
Tuzla, and the series of lectures organized by the Lan-
guage, Ideology and Power group of intellectuals, stu-
dents and activists at the Banja Luka University (Majstor-
ovi¢ 2013) offer hope. These initiatives became a way of
regionally and transnationally connecting intellectuals,
students and activists protecting the commons by insist-
ing on politics of memory, antifascism, commonality and
solidarity under galloping capitalism. The protests that
erupted across Bosnia-Herzegovina in February 2014, as
well as the establishment of the plenums, citizens’ as-
semblies, in many cities show a huge political potential
of the struggles centred around the questions of social
justice and solidarity.

Direct democracy and the creation of social resist-
ance on the street by grassroots citizens’ associations or
no-leadership movements in the last year in major Bos-
nian and Herzegovinian cities have also given way to ex-
pressing the political in non-traditional ways, going be-
yond nationalist options on offer by parliamentary par-
ties in the country. Citizens’ protest walks in Banja Luka
under the slogan ‘(the?) Park is ours’ between May and
September 2012 became the first act of collective will
against the authorities triggered by the destruction of the
Picin park, a favorite hangout of Banjalukans, after the
developer Milo Radi$ic¢ received permits to demolish it in
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order to build a complex containing businesses and resi-
dences without public notice. At the first demonstration,
in late May, a thousand people marched and although the
number of ‘walkers’ dissipated in the following months,
it was the largest protest to take place in Banja Luka after
the 1992-1995 war. Activists from a dozen local organiza-
tions gathered 6,000 signatures on a petition against the
construction project asking for evidence about the proce-
dure that led to the sale of the park land, and for docu-
mentation of the official decision-making process that
led toit and delivered them to the city government. In Ju-
ly 2012, once again proving the links between repressive
state apparata and capital, police brutally reacted against
Zeljko Vuli¢ who was beaten for protecting his own prop-
erty against the planned development. In July 2013, the
construction company ordered the destruction of a part
of the road that Vuli¢ family uses as the only access to
their home and he practically lost the battle against the
President of the Republika Srpska entity, Milorad Dodik,
his oligarchy and family-friends’ network. The city au-
thorities did nothing to help his case while state owned
media either barely reported on it or constantly held the
official side, claiming its apparent legality.

Finally, triggered by the death of the three-month
old Belmina IbriSevi¢ from Gracanica, a baby that needed
to travel abroad for urgent medical treatment, but
couldn’t leave the state because she was not allocated an
ID number and could therefore not get a passport, showed
that citizens protests in front of state institutions of BiH
in Sarajevo were more than the sum of its parts. Starting
as protests demanding that the Parliament immediately
adopt the law on citizen IDs on the national level, it be-
came an act of collective criticism of the dysfunctionality
of the Dayton peace accords and ethnic-based violence it
legitimated. All of these struggles, and especially mass
protests in Winter and Spring 2014 linked up in the strug-
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gle for the common good, are good examples of debunk-
ing and openly challenging the power of dominant polit-
ical elites in the country and their accumulated wealth
and a good sign that, almost twenty years after the war,
the situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina is changing.

In Bulgaria, the first serious resistance against com-
modification of the commons happened in 2007, when
the so-called Socialist party introduced principles of new
public management into the public high school system.
Teachers and schools were forced to compete with each
other. There was a massive strike against the reform
which lasted over a month, but in the end it was not suc-
cessful. Currently, these reforms are being deepened
through new legislative amendments that enable the re-
distribution of public money to private schools, legiti-
mated, once again, with the rhetoric of competition, effi-
ciency, individual choice and ‘money follows the student’
arguments, as funding is made dependent on the number
of pupils. At the same time, an identical regime is being
introduced in the media sector where the government is
designing ways of transferring funding from public to pri-
vate media. Principles of new public management have
also been imposed in the healthcare sector, pushing it in-
to a serious crisis. All this has lead to the closing down of
tens of schools and hospitals in rural regions. Currently,
there are attempts to privatize the public railroad compa-
ny, but this was met with strong workers’ resistance,
leading to a wave of strikes in 2011. Similarly, there has
been strong resistance against the commodification of
digital commons. Attempts to close down torrent sites
and to limit file sharing were met with a series of pro-
tests. ACTA was opposed by thousands of people march-
ingin the streets in early 2012, forcing the government to
back down on its support for the trade agreement. In the
protests of early 2013, tens of thousands of people
marched around the country against high electricity bills
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and demanded the nationalization of utility companies.
Over time, however, the protests became wider and rath-
er ambivalent and the spontaneous movement against
the political system did not bring tangible results.

In Bulgaria social mobilizations around the com-
mons were strongest within the environmental move-
ment. There have been a few attempts to liberalize genet-
ically-modified (GM) food production, but all were met
with nation-wide resistance and mobilization, forcing
the government to back down and effectively limiting
the attempted commercialization of the genetic heritage
of humanity. Mobilization against the privatization of
nature parks has been going on since 2006 and it succeed-
ed in protecting them as commons. Moreover, since 2012
the movements were not only maintaining a reactive
stance against commodification, but articulating positive
proposals and initiatives for new progressive manage-
ment of the commons. This has taken the form of a new
food cooperative movement, inspired by the ideas of
community-supported agriculture and Via Campesina’s
concept of food sovereignty. After 1999 state land was
transferred to municipalities, which in turn often en-
gaged in lucrative sales to private investors. After 2005
regulation regarding buying land was liberalised, further
incentivising enclosures of rural and urban space. Envi-
ronmental groups mobilized against the destruction of
protected land in 2007, and again more recently, in 2012,
when demonstrations were organised against the Forest-
ry Act. The legislation had been amended in favour of a
private investor who wanted to enclose parts of what
used to be publicly accessible land in Pirin. As a result of
the protests, the Act was vetoed and amended.

In conclusion, like elsewhere in the region, in Bul-
garia processes of accumulation by dispossession in the
1990s were not met with serious opposition. Only after
2006 there have been wider mobilizations. The ones that
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were more successful were against the enclosures of digi-
tal commons, against GM, and against privatization of
natural parks. Effective workers’ mobilizations proved to
be more difficult to organize. The protests in early 2013
against high electricity bills were not able to articulate
clear demands. A serious challenge faced by all of those
movements is that they find it hard to articulate an ade-
quate language for understanding the political economy
of enclosures of the commons since 1989. Instead they
often became caught up within liberal ideological clichés
of fighting against corruption, against monopolies, for
more transparency and so on.

COMMONING THE STRUGGLE

Today the public sector is probably the most important
field of our struggle, though this struggle is not without
contradictions. The public sector employs a large number
of workers who can lose jobs if reforms driven by the log-
ic of austerity measures continue. However, the capacity
for mobilization is even greater, because privatization
and reduction of the public sector affects much wider
population. Bonding the interests of workers with those
of beneficiaries of services seems to be a key to building a
broader and more efficient movement for the defence of
the public sector. This potential movement should not
forget that a political strategy based only on ‘fighting the
cuts’ risks giving the impression that it is simply the scale
of state expenditure that is in contest, rendering invisible
the underlying logic of commodification and the new re-
ality that public services themselves have become a site
of accumulation that is crucial for the continuing expan-
sion of international capital (Huws 2012). Therefore we
must extend our demand to the issue of how and by
whom public sector should be managed.
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With all its flaws, the trade union movement in the
public sector, student mobilizations, struggles for urban
commons and natural resources like the ones we de-
scribed should be seen as sparks that could trigger a broad-
er struggle. Awareness of the need to protect the com-
mons across the region is currently low, so any attempt of
shaking these sleepy societies into action are more than
welcome. However, the creation of a broader movement
that will truly be able to shake the foundations of the
dominant system is hard. In an impoverished society
with high unemployment and rising poverty people are
focused on short-term survival. Privatization and the cre-
ation of a ‘favourable business climate’ which attracts for-
eign capital as opposed to reproduction of the current sit-
uation then, at best, seems as the lesser of two evils.
Therefore the need for systemic change in society is prob-
ably the most important argument in which left-wing
groups and individuals have to convince the wider part of
the population.

The movement established on a line of defence and
taking over of commons could have considerable poten-
tial. It could encompass and articulate the issues which
currently fail to initiate mobilizations, even though they
attract public attention. Here we can include the issue of
privatization of agriculture, mineral resources, forests
and water, a range of environmental issues, as well as the
privatization and commercialization of public services -
from kindergartens to universities, from water supply
systems to garbage and electricity. A true understanding
of the deep connections among these various struggles
for the commons still needs to happen in the region of
the Balkans, which is where the political conception of
the commons comes into play - as a demand for develop-
ing alternative ways of social production, taking effective
social control over resources and conditions needed for
life and human emancipation. Our political action should
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be directed at defending the commons from new enclo-
sures and creating new commons, while always being re-
minded that they should foster human emancipation.

In building effective political alliances, it is impor-
tant to link regional struggles with global struggles for
global commons like the Internet, genetic resources, sci-
ence, atmosphere, oceans, biodiversity and others. It is al-
so tactically important to join forces with Keynesians and
oppose austerity measures which are destroying the wel-
fare state and social reproduction, and which could lead to
authoritarian reversals. This includes policy advocacy that
tries to stop current trends imposed by the state through
legislation and policy making from health to education
and urban planning. It is not wise to dogmatically give up
on state power so social movements should when possible
directly engage into or support democratic progressive
and radical left political organisations that compete for
state power. Also, it is important to be aware of neoliberal
attempts to solve the current multiple crises with what
had caused them in the first place, namely more market
solutions. This happens for instance in proposing to im-
pose carbon trading schemes as a policy for climate change
mitigation, which effectively means privatizing the at-
mosphere to protect it from pollution.

We need to demonstrate how the Left is not just
good at criticising structural forces but that it can offer
proposals for an alternative political and economic sys-
tem. We should directly encourage collective production
and consumption on the local level through workers co-
operatives, community gardens, communal energy pro-
duction and consumption systems, consumer/food and
agricultural cooperatives, digital and material tools and
resources libraries. This social experimentation on the lo-
cal level and in cyberspace should include experimenta-
tion with radical democratic practices that could be re-
produced on a larger scale. Finally, the commons seem a
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more productive concept for common struggle in the Bal-
kans than public goods. Public goods are a narrower con-
cept than the commons and they rely on the state. The
commons imply real social control over state-owned re-
sources by the people rather than relying on representa-
tional democracy.

We need to engage both in an act of commoning be-
tween green and left movements, and across national
borders. Common tactics as commons themselves should
be diverse to be successful. Sometimes we have to con-
struct new commons as autonomous zones of physical
and social reproduction which will logistically strength-
en our struggles. Sometimes we have to experiment and
innovate commons in order to demonstrate alternatives
to the current system. Sometimes we have to directly de-
fend existing commons that are under threat of privatisa-
tion and commodification because it will be difficult to
re-communise them later. Sometimes we have to expand
existing commons in order to enlarge the commons
sphere towards the state and market. Sometimes we have
to transform current public goods into commons through
expanding social control to ensure that they are for the
benefit of people. Sometimes we have to lobby the state
to support new and existing commons practices through
policy and legal changes. Sometimes we have to engage in
a battle for state power to make at least part of the politi-
cal sphere a commons. In other words, what we need are
diverse and innovative tactics by social movements
which are coordinated within a common platform.
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INTRODUCTION

The discussion of the group had several general goals,
both aspiring and concrete: sharing information, con-
necting union activists with other civil society organiza-
tion activists, and members of the academia, finding
overlaps in knowledge, connecting theory and practice,
searching for a common vocabulary, inclusive solidari-
ty-based identities and agendas, locating national and
sectorial similarities and differences and searching for
tentative strategies which can be effective in a variety of
settings. The group agreed that any prescriptions that are

* This report was prepared by the ”"Mapping workers’ struggles”
group during its sessions on 10-II May, 2013 at the Balkan Forum
in Zagreb.
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to be made should be articulated in an organic way: they
should not be formed from above but in interaction with
those who are most familiar with the daily struggles that
are being fought. Small but firm, doable, emancipatory
steps have priority.

The present context for workers’ struggles is very
unfavourable: aggressive neoliberalism, privatization by
all means, outsourcing to boost competitiveness as a
main tool of capitalist ‘development’, rising inequality,
employment insecurity, a race to the bottom in work and
social standards, and a strong and aggressive stance of
economic and a majority of political elites. While unem-
ployment, and more generally, precarity continues to
grow, those who work under contracts are facing con-
stantly worsening working conditions and insecurity.

Workers, if not organized, are atomized, individual-
ized and vulnerable. The group thus recognizes the im-
portance of developing strong workers’ organizations, as
they are instrumental in developing solidarity and fight-
ing for the common interest.

TRADE UNIONS

Squeezed between increasing precarity and the neoliber-
al demands of business elites and their allies on various
political levels, trade unions face a slow, but imminent
dead end. Today, unions face a definite challenge in stay-
ing afloat. Membership is decreasing across the region.
Challenges are manifold, and often different in different
national, regional and sectorial environments. Privatiza-
tion, austerity measures, increasingly unregulated capi-
tal-labour relations all pose challenges for unions. Fur-
thermore, all these issues consume union resources and
energy, presenting unions with daily trade-offs in the
battles they choose to fight. Some battles require resourc-
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es and a large membership base. Others require legal ex-
pertise which only large bureaucracies have. Complex
legislative regulation of, for example, strikes makes ac-
tivism difficult. It is difficult for unions to meet such
manifold and often conflicting demands.

The deficits of the union movement in the region are
numerous. The group discussed union failures and strate-
gic miscalculations in detail. Union corruption and a bu-
reaucratic and complacent attitude are key among them.
Unions across the former Yugoslavia have also neglected
their territorial organization and opted instead to focus
on a sectorial approach. However, a territorial approach
can be more advantageous in connecting unions to local
labour markets or in reaching out or opening up to the
unemployed and those without stable employment. In-
stead of a heavy-handed top-down approach, unionists
need to ask members and non-members what their prob-
lems are and customize union services accordingly. Col-
lective bargaining and legal services at national, branch
and company level are important but are not the only ser-
vice that unions should offer. More innovative approach-
es at the territorial level are required.

In addition, trade union strategy still tends to be
based on notions of ‘social partnership’ and assumptions
derived from it. The fundamental shift in class power,
both in the region and globally, in the past decades have
not produced adequate responses in union strategy or the
perception of their role vis-g-vis the state and capital.
These new and detrimental conditions for working class
organizations will have to be reflected and acted upon in
amanner adequate to the challenges unions today are fac-
ing, if the decline of their social relevance as active pro-
tagonists is to be halted, let alone reversed. Narrowly sec-
torial and particularistic modes of thought and action
will have to be abandoned in favour of a return to a class-
based perspective in the broadest sense possible.
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Although unions often face criticism, it is important
not to overlook what they have done well in the past. Es-
pecially it is important to recognize the importance of
unions in keeping collective agreements as the basis of
workers’ rights. Moreover their present choices and ac-
tions, especially in the right direction, need greater pub-
licity, discussion and social support.

OTHER WORKERS’ ORGANIZATIONS

Yet, worker struggles are not necessarily only union cen-
tred. This is especially evident in the case of ‘yellow’ un-
ions which act in tandem with management or political
elites against the interest of workers. Similarly, trade un-
ions at higher levels are often alienated from their base.
Nevertheless, in principle, alternative worker organiza-
tions can also operate parallel to socially responsible but
overburdened trade unions. Irrespective of whether so-
cially responsive unions are active or not in a given space,
workers’ struggles have to include the broadest array of
self-organization, including civil organizations capable of
collective action.

In recent years, there has been a significant increase
in civil society organizations (CSO) created and run by
worker activists, including inclusive organizations which
aim to empower and support workers to express their
voice. These organizations typically bring together work-
ers, irrespective of whether they have a signed work con-
tract or not. There is a remarkable trend in the use of so-
cial space and experimentation, discovery of possibilities
for collective action and self-help. Although experiences
are still segmented and remain at the local level, these ex-
periences in public presence and action, creating inclu-
sive social spaces are valuable and informative. Although
there are important initiatives in the region, the capaci-



39 Mapping Workers’ Struggles:
The Position of Workers in Post-Socialist Balkans

ties of these are still underdeveloped or unrecognized.
They know relatively little of each other’s work, a state
that should change in the future.

There are also worker initiatives and actions operat-
ing within loose grassroots organizations. In their race to
the bottom, plants and companies increasingly desire to
employ fully alienated, individualized, flexible employ-
ees deprived of their human character and social respon-
sibilities. Consequently, there is not much space for
workers in these plants to self-organize. In case they do
manage to form organizations for action, these actions
should be considered as the expression of the voice of
workers struggling for autonomy and human dignity, in
conflict with the interests of capital and its repressive
machinery. Such conflicts come to the fore on plant or
workplace levels, but they either remain stifled or con-
demned in business-financed media so it is important to
counteract a mainstream media pressure by giving alter-
native social visions of reality.

HISTORY, EXPERIENCE SHARING
AND EDUCATION

More generally, it is important that we do not forget the
history of workers’ struggle, first of all in the region, but
also most broadly. These are important as they give inspi-
ration, encouragement, and provide us with a legacy we
can build upon, and inform our present and future
action.

Future labour activism should be built on the con-
scious knowledge and awareness of the history of past
workers’ struggles. If there is going to be a future it will
be built on the past, its social roots. One of the goals of the
discussion was to highlight the existence of an alterna-
tive history of labour resistance and activism: the posi-
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tive examples that can be built on. Some elements in the
history of socialism also provide a foundation that can be
built on. Workers under socialism had a sense of confi-
dence, a feeling of a shared collective fate, and a usable
reference to a state-sponsored worker identity. These as-
pects are now gone. Even so, the past twenty or so years
have witnessed several effective episodes of labour activ-
ism that could be the starting point. It is important to
build the collective memory of this “subterranean” histo-
ry, and not to allow cultural amnesia to always force us to
start over from scratch.

In this respect, efforts could be made to start build-
ing the institutional foundations of collective memory.
Gathering data and documentation regarding workers’
struggles or other phenomena of interest to unions and
workers is weak to non-existent. Such efforts to collect
data and make it publicly available could be linked to a
more coherent attempt at what could be called “ideologi-
cal” work, or as it was called under socialism, “ideation-
al-theoretical” work. This refers to the construction of
new identities and ideologies, which can form the soli-
darity basis of a revived labour movement. An effective
forum which was mentioned by the group were film
groups which provide a way for unionists to meet with
ordinary workers, members of the academia and others,
exchange information, build social ties and a sense of
common fate. This would also allow for work on the dis-
courses necessary to fight neoliberalism. Alternative ter-
minology in framing worker struggles is necessary. Words
used recently in public discourse, such as ‘employees’ or
‘citizens’ should be demystified while more stress should
be put on various communities of workers and class
identities.

The group discussed the potential of the struggle
against “corruption” as a way to make worker struggles
legitimate. This language offers an entry-point but is also
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problematic given its lack of political charge. Building
new languages and discourses is an important way of
fighting the idea that “there is no alternative.”

Unions face not only the problem of limited or
shrinking organizational capacities, but also negative
portrayals in the media and perceptions of “being part of
the system.” The group discussed the issue of union cor-
ruption at length. This lead to an interesting discussion
on the relative merit of establishing new unions or re-
forming existing unions; some have launched an idea of a
Balkan confederation. Is it better to form new organiza-
tions and circumvent the existing ones since they are cor-
rupt and ineffective? Or should we work through exist-
ing organizations and make use of existing infrastruc-
ture? Such debates will no doubt resurface in various fo-
rums. What was clearly agreed on was the need for inter-
national and trans-national action: the neoliberal offen-
sive can be more successfully fought if cross-border coop-
eration is stronger.

Yet, the largest advances can be made through a re-
discovery of education. This means learning from others,
teaching others and building a sense of solidarity and
equivalence of fate with those who are in vulnerable and
precarious positions. It is crucial to create space for shar-
ing experience, organize public discussions and debates,
film club sessions, all in order to fortify and develop in-
clusive social identities and common interests. In case a
collective action or a crucial struggle appears it is impor-
tant to reflect on these events in an inclusive manner,
and if possible, take some form of action. For example
when workers in company A strike, unions in company B
should explain to their workers that what is really at
stake is the jobs and benefits of workers in company B. A
solidarity-based logic means a lessened emphasis on com-
petition either between individuals or groups and a re-
newed emphasis on cooperation.
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Education means an interactive sharing of informa-
tion and experience and overcoming particularism, sec-
tarianism and envy. Such education would be better fos-
tered if mass media was more labour-friendly: for exam-
ple, if an established daily newspaper was consciously
struggling against neoliberalism. But, as this is an unreal-
istic desire, advances can be made in a capillary way as
well: establishment of blog entries, in starting on-line
documentation centres, media and collective action ob-
servatories and research centres. In such a way, a slow
build-up of a network on the bases of trust and solidarity
may happen.

POLITICIZATION OF THE UNIONS

Furthermore, a common theme in the discussion was the
need for unions to reach out to other actors in society.
On the level of ideology, unions on various levels
should not be afraid to counter neoliberal discourse. They
should reassert themselves as social actors and struggle
over interpretations of reality. Another step is building a
wider social front, through building an inclusive interac-
tive community among unions, various civil society or-
ganizations and academia. It should be noted that for the
most part of the transition period there was not much in-
terest in labour questions among CSOs and academia
which made the burden for the unions even heavier. In
recent years this situation is increasingly changing as the
awareness among CSO activists and parts of academia is
growing stronger in the direction of labour issues. In that
respect it becomes possible to envision what the next
steps could look like. The triangle described above could
be expanded into a wider solidarity-based network with
four or five nodes. Unions are increasingly aware of the
need to reach out to other social actors if they are to stay
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afloat or score victories. Such unions would rebuild their
social legitimacy through horizontal linkages with other
actors in society. An example from Croatia which was dis-
cussed by the group can be mentioned: volunteer work by
social activists in trade unions, which has been to the
mutual satisfaction of both sides.

The segmentation of society in isolated groups and
sectors was located by the group as a key problem. There
isaneed to break out of the ideology and practice of isola-
tion of individuals, groups, and organizations. Mutual
suspicion, sectarianism and disinterest in the struggles of
others is a significant problem. Unions, civil society or-
ganizations and social groups, in particular, suffer from
these problems, when they could build links and be more
effective together. Naturally, this requires patience, a
slow building of trust and careful inter-organizational di-
plomacy. But several successful practices in the region,
the example of trade union women’s groups cooperating
and acting closely with the national umbrella feminist
organization is a most recent and successful one, show
that it is both possible and effective. Without such a wid-
er struggle, even those very successful unions may find
themselves in a situation where they win victory after
victory but end up losing the war.

The political activation of unions is a complex issue.
Unions and workers have had bad experiences with un-
ion involvement in politics since they often become mere
appendages of political parties. The politicization of un-
ions requires a tactical maturity that only some unions
and other civil organizations have managed to demon-
strate. The use of the existing institutional framework of
“social dialogue” is a case in point: if unions rely solely on
this mechanism they will most likely be on the defen-
sive. In theory, social dialogue does offer unions “a foot in
the door.” If they can skilfully combine it with campaigns
which take place on the streets or outside of political in-
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stitutions they have a higher chance of success. However,
as capital and its representatives at present are unscrupu-
lously aggressive, we do not see that even the basic re-
quirements of social partnership are fulfilled.
Admittedly, this is difficult since it stretches the re-
sources of unions, which are thin to begin with. Howev-
er, the market system provides certain entry points that
can be turned against it. For example, consumerism gives
us powers as consumers. We can ask questions regarding
the products we buy and consume: where do they come
from, who produced them, and did those who produced
them have decent work conditions or union protection?
This line of thinking in which the system is turned
against itself - as in “jiu-jitsu” where the force of the op-
ponent is used against him - deserves more attention.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In conclusion, it is important to emphasize once again
that any suggestions for further action need to be dis-
cussed with the protagonists who work on the ground.
Solutions should not be asserted in a top-down manner.
Instead, the goal should be to support those small-scale
initiatives which have already proven successful. This
path may appear to be the longer path, but it is more or-
ganic. Instead of telling workers what to do, the motiva-
tion behind such an approach would be to support those
capabilities that local agents have already manifested and
build-up such capacities over time. This also concerns a
slow construction of a solidary front aimed against neo-
liberalism, which should include unions, other CSOs, so-
cial movements, sympathetic members of the academia
and other intellectuals.



Economic Alternatives
for the Balkans

WORKING GROUP ON ECONOMIC ALTERNATIVES:
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Unkovski - Korica, Milan Medi¢ (coordinator)

The global economic crisis, which began with the col-
lapse of the U.S. real estate market in 2007-2008, was re-
flected unevenly in the Balkans, but had similar end re-
sults. Growth in the region prior to the crisis had been
founded on the inflow of foreign capital, which was fi-
nanced by the overvaluation of domestic currencies, so
that borrowing would be cheaper. This resulted in the do-
mestic economies becoming progressively less competi-
tive, due to the technological gap with the developed
countries. The weakening of the competitiveness and the
purchasing power of the Balkan countries was covered
for some time by further borrowing, leading to the even
greater unsustainability of the rising debt. The results
were similar everywhere: the privatisation of state and
public property, often at prices below market value, for
the purpose of filling the budget or further concessions to
strategic investors; the growth of a comprador bourgeoi-
sie and the mafia, with a resulting and disastrous corrup-
tive influence on state apparatus; socialisation of private
debt and budget cuts, de-industrialisation and the de-
struction of the welfare state, the concentration of
wealth and power in the hands of a very small number of
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people drawn from the already mentioned comprador
bourgeoisie, alongside the impoverishment of the rest of
the population, and the deepening economic and politi-
cal dependence of the Balkan countries and the strength-
ening of repressive governments."

Today it is quite clear that the welfare state as it ex-
isted roughly three decades after the Second World War
in America, Western Europe and the Balkans no longer
exists. On the other hand, the volatility of economic cy-
cles as well as income inequality have increased dramati-
cally. Extensive research by Stockhammer? indicates that
the main reasons for an increase in global income ine-
quality are financialisation, globalization and the retreat
of the welfare state. The problem arises in connection to
the unemployment of workers with lower qualifications3
but also youth unemployment and long term unemploy-
ment. All these trends are visible in the Balkans. The eco-
nomic crisis, which in many countries of the Balkans has
continued since 2008, thus represents a constant pres-
sure on workers and the budgets of ordinary citizens of
these crisis-hit countries. That deepens the crisis, because
aggregate demand fails to achieve growth. On the other
hand, pressures also increase on the environment, which
isbeingirreversibly plundered, making the sustainability
of the prevailing socio-economic model even more ques-
tionable over the long term.

1 Friedman, J. and Schady N. (2009), ‘How Many More Infants Are
Likely to Die in Africa as a Result of Global Financial Crisis’, The
World Bank, Policy Research Working Paper 5023, August 2009, i.

2 Zivkovié, A. (2011), ‘Bankrot Evropske Unije: ili kako izaéi iz Evro-
dezintegracije’, Zarez, XI11/322, str. 28-30

3 Stockhammer, E. (2013), “Why have wage shares fallen? A panel
analysis ofthe determinants of functional income distribution’,
Conditions of Work and Employment Series No. 5, Geneva: Inter-
national Labour Office.
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BANKS AS THE CAUSE
OF THE DEEPENING OF THE CRISIS

The banking sector represents a particular problem and
the main instrument for conducting unsustainable eco-
nomic, and thus social and political, trends in the Balkan
countries. Banking operations in the region proved to be
extremely socially irresponsible and require serious
thinking about alternatives. Foreign banks that control
the largest share in the financial markets of the Balkan
countries entered into the region during the process of
privatisation expecting a high rate of profit. A key factor
in the entry of foreign banks into the market were high
interest rates, and the expectation of credit expansion.+
Unfortunately the dominant banking trends were visible
even in the few remaining domestic banks in the region.
Domestic banks, though they represent only a marginal
share in the overall financial market, imitated the prof-
it-oriented policies of the major foreign-owned banks
and additionally contributed to the crisis. Thus, the re-
gion found itself in a situation without any real banking
alternative that would focus on investment for develop-
ment in the real sector, strengthening competitiveness
and production, and thus creating new jobs.

Instead of investing in production and jobs, the defi-
ciencies of legislative regulation and the policies of cen-
tral banks allowed for the emergence of very risky loan
products to citizens. The risk created by these loan prod-
ucts came into the full light of day only with the out-
break of the crisis. One of the most drastic examples of
risky banking products was the long-term (particularly

4 Orsi, C. (2009), ‘Knowledge-based Society, Peer Production and
the Common Good’, Capital & Class, 33: 31-51.
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the residential property) loan indexed to the Swiss franc.s
In Croatia alone, loans pegged to the Swiss Frank CHF
(launched in 2004, but withdrawn from the market in
2008) covered over 40 % of long-term lending by 2012.
The sudden appreciation of the CHF exchange rate since
2009 resulted in an increase in monthly installments,
which affected about 125,000 households in Croatia. The
increase in value of CHF peaked in summer 2011, which
put the value of CHF on average at 50 percent above the
level of the exchange rate in the years when these loans
were raised. Local research clearly shows that for the
greatest number of indebted citizens (35 %) somewhere
between 50 and 75 percent of monthly income is spent
on servicing this loan, while 32 percent of respondents
spend over 75% of monthly income for the same purpose.
For a third of respondents, the payment exceeded their
monthly income at least once during the period of the
servicing of their debt. The rate grew between one and
two thousand kuna for a majority of respondents; for
people who have a mortgage in CHF the spending rate on
all loans in CHF increased by 2012 by 50.94 percent.®

The final and perhaps most important problem is the
structural problem of the neoliberal concept of economic
governance. As this model is the basis for post-socialist
transition in the Balkan countries, its contradictions
have been fully exposed only with the onset of the crisis.

5 Kraft, E. (2003), Strane banke u Hrvatskoj: iz druge perspektive. Za-
greb: HNB; Cetkovi¢, P. (2011), ‘Credit Growth and Instability in
Balkan Countries: The Role of Foreign Banks’, Research on Money
and Finance (27)

6 Placements associated with CHF are primarily spread from Aus-
tria and Germany, in 2004; it has particularly increased in Hunga-
ry and Poland. Structure of investments related to CHF shows
that in Europe in 2007, 70% of placements related to CHF were
concerning housing loans. Brown, M., Peter, M. and Wehrmdiller,
S. (2009) ‘Swiss Franc Lending in Europe’, Zurich: Swiss National
Bank,p.6
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According to the classic capitalist business model, work-
ers do not participate either in the management of the
company or in the ownership structures of the company,
and certainly not in the distribution of profits that the
company generates. It is believed that they are freely ex-
changing their capacity to work for a wage. Thus, for in-
stance, despite the growing economic crisis in the U.S.,
the average chief executive officer (CEO) of U.S. financial
institutions had 520 times the income of the average em-
ployee in these same institutions in 2008.7

However, even in traditional countries in the “capi-
talist West” emergent issues raised by the new economic
crisis have shaken the faith in this traditional concept of
a typical capitalist enterprise, because the system has
proved that even the owners (shareholders) do not partic-
ipate directly in the decision-making process. It became
clear that the undemocratic model of appointment of di-
rectors and management leads to unexpected conse-
quences. Studies show that such a model often results in
bringing irresponsible, incompetent, and sometimes
even socio-pathological individuals at the highest mana-
gerial positions in companies.® The economic model that
aims only to increase profits for shareholders directly
stimulates the progression of people who are prepared to
offer shareholders a profit regardless of the means. It is
quite clear that such a system, based on ignoring all social
and ethical norms, inevitably creates social and economic
chaos. The unsustainability of the capitalist economic
model is evidenced by continuously generated economic

7 Rodik, P. (2012), Kreditna zaduZenost i pad Zivotnog standarda, Za-
greb: Franak Association, http://www.scribd.com/doc/ 1129986
30/Istra%C5%BEivanje-kreditnih-du%C5%BEnika [Accessed on
30]July 2014]

8 ‘Corporate Democracy is a Myth’, The Ichan Report, www.ichan-
report.com/report/2008/06/corporate-democ.html Accessed on
30 July 2014]
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and political inequality with increasing elimination of
basic human and labor rights, already fully reflected in
the transition countries of the Balkans, especially in
times of crisis. The problem of the capitalist model is not
just of a transient or technical nature, but is a conse-
quence of the deep internal contradictions of the capital-
ist system that is based on deep -rooted inequality, which
inevitably tends towards socio — economic collapse.

ALTERNATIVES - NEW AND OLD MODELS
OF GETTING OUT OF THE CRISIS

In the Balkan region, after the withdrawal of foreign cap-
ital and the destructive intervention of foreign creditor
institutions, there has been an increase in resistance to
government measures across the region and the public af-
firmation of a “really existing” alternative or alternative
movements. An especially heated battle is being fought
in the private sector, where de-industrialisation facili-
tates various forms of employee resistance like employee
ownership, self-management, or the coalescence of work-
er protests.® However, resistance is also developing out-
side the private sector, in the public sector and in the
struggle for the commons. It includes a variety of initia-
tives: trade union struggle for the defense of the welfare
state;™ student struggle against commercialisation of ed-

9 Babiak, P, and Hare, R. D. (2007), Snakes in Suits: When Psychopats
Go to Work, New York: Harper Collins Publishers.

10 For the former Yugoslav region, see Nebojsa Popov, ed. (2011),
Mesto pod suncem: Radnicke borbe u Srbiji danas, Belgrade: Official
Gazette; Pokret za slobodu (2011), Deindustrijalizacija i radnicki ot-
por: borbe i inicijative za ocuvanje radnih mesta u periodu tranzicije,
Belgrade: Movement for Freedom; ‘Deindustrijalizacija Zagreba:
kontekstiucinci’, H-Alter, 15 November 2012, http:/www.h-alter.
org/vijesti/hrvatska/deindustrijalizacija-zagreba-kontekst
-i-ucinci [Accessed 30 July 2014]
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ucation,™ social struggle for the preservation of public
spaces,® or the struggle for the rights of oppressed groups
in the re-traditionalised periphery. While these struggles
had before been isolated, the logic of an all-embracing cri-
sis has forced the resistance to increasing political gener-
alisation, where the highest level of struggle was ex-
pressed on the streets rather than the workplaces, which
in turn also strengthened the workers’ struggle, in a pro-
cess that Gal Kim called the “birth of the people”.’3 In the
Balkans, the culmination of the movement was without
a doubt the threat that the movement would actually as-
sume political power with the break-through of SYRIZA
in the Greek elections in summer 2012 which opened up
the possibility of a left government. At the centre of the
economic programme of SYRIZA was the invitation to
the official conference for the cancellation of the debt of
the European South and massive investments in the real
economy like under the Marshall Plan.*

Despite the similarities in the crisis tendencies in
the Balkans, similar modes of resistance, a similar cultur-
al-historical heritage, and new forms of grassroots coop-
eration facilitated by new technologies, especially com-
munications, the fact is that the role of the world market
had an atomising effect on trade between the region’s
countries or has even encouraged intra-regional conflict.
Slovenia is the only former Yugoslav republic that has in-
vestments and outsourced production in the rest of the

11 See Bernard, S. and Unkovski-Korica, V., ‘Crashing The Yugo: FI-
AT’s turn in the Driver’s Seat’, Inchiesta, 15.01.2012, http://wWww.
inchiestaonline.it/osservatorio-internazionale/serbia-crashing-
the- yugo/ [Accessed on 30 July 2014]

12 Kurepa, T. etal. (2007), Borba za znanje: studentski protest - student
protests in 2006, Belgrade: CAD.

13 JadZi¢, M. (2011) ‘Prostor, urbanizam, politika u postsocijalis-
tickom gradu’, Jugolink, no. 1, p. 70-84.

14 Kirn, G. ‘O ustanickom pokretu u Sloveniji: mase prave povijest’,
19 decembar 2012, www.marks21.info. [Accessed on 30 July 2014]
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region, and it managed to do this only at the expense of
its own workforce, and in response to the crisis. All other
countries have a balanced trade, which is largely focused
on the EU, either directly as is the case with Croatia or in-
directly via the free trade agreement, CEFTA.™

In considering options on the way forward in the
Balkans, the question is raised of whether we can learn
how to exit the crisis by looking at Latin America today.
The grassroots radicalisation of the politics there, begin-
ning with the Argentine uprising in the early 2000s, and
its experiments with self-management and the refusal to
repay foreign debts, up to the present struggle for the
unity of the continent, led by Venezuela, Bolivia and Ec-
uador, the leading left governments established after the
popular uprisings against the right-wing coup attempts
in Venezuela in 2002, and then in Bolivia and Ecuador
2006." The idea of regional unity and institutions that
would accomplish this goal are varied and complex. The
dynamo is the ALBA (the Bolivarian Alliance for the peo-
ples of our America), an association that brings together
the most radical countries of the continent, and which
provides for the creation of a common currency and clos-
er economic cooperation, and Banco del Sur (Bank South),
which opened the way for a common fiscal instrument in
the region, which the European Central Bank, for in-
stance, is not. The idea is for ALBA to create, within re-
gional trade alliances, such as MERCOSUR, the climate
for regional cooperation against the U.S. zone of free
trade, and thus, by protecting the region from the strong-
er economies, to create a larger market.

15 Alexis Tsipras, public speech in London, 16 June 2013, http:/left.
gr/news/syriza-london-public-talk-alexis-tsipras [Accessed on 30
July 2014]

16 Zivkovié, A. (2014), ‘Evropska integracija pre evropske inte-
gracije: o poreklu sadasnjih duznickih kriza u bivsoj Jugoslaviji’,
in Curkovi¢, S. and Kostani¢, M., eds, Kriza eurointegracija - lijeve
perspektive s periferije, Zagreb: Center for Labor Studies.
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At the same time, the Banco del Sur is the agent of
counter-cyclical measures that protect the region from
speculative attacks and provide monetary sovereignty,
fighting against the outflow of capital due to the growing
share of Western banks in the regional financial struc-
ture, and investing in the economy and inter-regional in-
frastructure projects with the aim of full employment
and the reduction of regional disparities.” Such a project
would, in the concrete situation in the Balkans, pave the
way for new emancipatory practices. But unlike Latin
America, where the existence of oil and other strategic re-
sources which were required by a growing Chinese indus-
try allowed for the funding of social reforms and “oil di-
plomacy” without a frontal attack on the private owner-
ship of the means of production, in the Balkans it seems
that a programme for the redistribution of wealth would
be impossible without direct confrontation with big
business (capital). Moreover, the link between market
competition and regional tensions in the Balkans is even
sharper. This means that every crisis in the Balkans is po-
tentially hotter, and at the same time transition towards
regional cooperation and economic recovery is all the
more difficult because of the need to include the national
question in the allocation of scarce resources.

ECONOMIC DEMOCRACY
AS A POSSIBLE EXIT ROUTE

This is why economic democracy appears like a politically
realistic concept, which does not require the overthrow

17 Katz, C. ‘Latin America’s New ‘Left’ Governments’, International
Socialism Journal, 27 June 2005, http://www.isj.org. uk/?id=124
[Accessed on 30]July 2014] and Katz, C., ‘Our Chavez’, Internation-
al Viewpoint, 22 March 2013, http:/internationalviewpoint.org/
spip.phprarticle 2929 [Accessed on 30 July 2014]
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of capitalism or a sudden revolutionary “event”, but rath-
er the expansion of the area of freedom and political pow-
er of workers as employees within the framework of the
capitalist mode of production. In this sense, economic de-
mocracy, if it is based on workers’ power and autonomy,
can be interpreted as a counter to the concepts of democ-
racy of small private owners, which prevailed in the
eighties and nineties, during the high tide of neoliberal-
ism. Today, when the ideological hegemony of neoliberal-
ism is loosened, - because of the theoretical inability to
predict and interpret the crisis and the economic and so-
cial devastation caused by the way in which the crisis was
handled - a view of the economy from the perspective of
the market and the consumer is no longer dominant.

The consumer’s view was one of the ways of ration-
alising and legitimising the privatisation of public insti-
tutions and services - in the place of the rigid, and in rela-
tion to the needs of the users of public services, insensi-
tive, heartless bureaucracy, privatization was promised
to bring entrepreneurial spirit to these institutions and
manufacture new managers, who would no longer work
with bureaucratic inertia but a desire for profit, and ena-
ble “consumers” of public services (patients, students,
the poor, pensioners) greater choice and greater “value
for money”.

We can immediately notice a certain non sequitur in
the above line of argument. While it is admittedly true
that many public institutions tend toward bureaucratic
heartlessness and detachment from the real needs and
wishes of its customers, which was the reason for so
much criticism from the left and right in the sixties and
seventies, it does not follow that privatisation is the auto-
matic cure. That would be the case if we took as the main
reason for the alienation of these institutions their own-
ership by the state, while, in fact - if we leave aside the
rather superficial and shallow “argument” of the state as
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“bad manager” - we are dealing with a much deeper and
more complex problem, which we can, for now, only
sketch. Specifically, public institutions, as well as private
firms, are an integral part of capitalist society as a whole
and are thus more similar and more connected with the
private sector than is assumed in the simplified propa-
ganda for privatisation, which is dominated by a Mani-
chean view of the public and the private.

Public institution and social welfare are not immune
to the general context of capitalism, although they do not
enter the market and are not organized as capitalist com-
panies. The reason why these institutions, although they
are sometimes portrayed as unnecessary and economical-
ly irrational “squanderers of public resources”, are impor-
tant for the smooth functioning of capitalism is their role
in the reproduction of the labor force. The general capital-
ist social context reduces human development to the re-
production of labor power as a commodity. This is the ori-
gin of the specific type of alienation of many public wel-
fare institutions - they are not bureaucratically incompe-
tent or corrupt due to their management or due to a lack
of entrepreneurial spirit, but because of their economic
purpose. This means that their goal is not and, at least in
capitalism, should not be, autonomous social develop-
ment, which is based on social needs, but “expanded re-
production” of labour, which is dictated by the general
socio-economic imperative of maximizing profits
through the exploitation of labour. Although using dif-
ferent methods - the former bureaucratic planning,
which is based on statistical approximations, and the sec-
ond “hit and miss” market strategies — public institutions
and private companies are similar in their indifference to
human needs. With neoliberal privatisations of the social
institutions it is becoming increasingly obvious that a
change of legal status from public to private does not
change much regarding this structural alienation from
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real human needs. However, privatisations changed
something else - working conditions and the mode of de-
livery of social services. What “in theory” should lead to
greater sovereignty and consumer satisfaction (which is,
if we judge by the results of the effect of large privatisa-
tion wave in Europe in the eighties and nineties of the
20" century, at the very least a questionable assertion),
leads in practice to a deterioration of working conditions
for workers in the public sector, to their de-professionali-
sation and proletarianisation, increases in the pace and
intensity of work, its precariousness etc. Ideological
propaganda about consumer democracy in the heroic era
of neoliberalism were actually camouflage for an attack
on workers’ rights in the public sector. The democracy of
small private owners as well as consumers, at least in the
context of neoliberal capitalism, stands in direct opposi-
tion to economic democracy or workers’ democracy.
Recent discussion of economic democracy is there-
fore a welcome refreshment since returning to the ques-
tion of democracy and workers’ autonomy in the debate
in which consumer perspectives have (too) long domi-
nated. But even the consumer perspective is not irrele-
vant, it is just that the way in which it presents itself in
neoliberal ideology (and economic theory) is wrong. In
fact, worker and consumer democracy are inextricably
linked and their theory, to be adequate, must necessarily
address the structural separation of workers from con-
sumers and vice versa, and one of the main problems of
the capitalist mode of the economy - production for prof-
it, not for human needs. So, regardless of whether there
are workers’ councils and whether the workers them-
selves control production, they are still separated from
consumers and communicate with them only through
the mediation of the market. Therefore, one of the great
challenges of political strategy, based on economic de-
mocracy, is how to bring production and consumption
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closer and how to find new ways of synchronising social
production with social needs and of replacing, over the
long term, the capitalist market.

The deep economic and social crisis that the existing
socio-economic system created suggests the need for
questioning the basic assumptions of the model of “dem-
ocratic capitalism.” The question arises of how compatible
the concepts of democracy and capitalism in fact are, i.e.,
whether democracy is possible under the conditions of an
economic system that is based on the preferential value of
capital in relation to the value of work, and (consequent-
ly) the concept of private ownership which excludes
workers from ownership and decision-making, and is fo-
cused on the increase in profit of capital owners alone.
Many companies, basing themselves on the principles of
increasing employee satisfaction and improvement of the
working environment, are trying to introduce profit-shar-
ing incentives to motivate workers. Although still incom-
plete, these measures represent the first step in the direc-
tion of democratization of companies, because they open
the possibility of participation of employees in the real-
ised profit of the company, although not yet in the owner-
ship structure and decision-making process.

EMPLOYEES AND CONSUMERS
OWN(ED) COMPANIES

The most famous example of this model is originally an
American model of employee buyouts - ESOP (Employee
Stock Ownership Plan), which is widespread in other
market economies. In the Balkan post-socialist countries,
there are examples of successfully implemented ESOP
models of employee shareholding, which have saved the
companies from deliberate destruction or hostile takeo-
vers and ensured recapitalisation and job preservation
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(Uljanik Pula, Zagreb Kra$). The most famous Serbian at-
tempt to introduce employee shareholding in a company
is Jugoremedija, while the most famous Croatian exam-
pleisan employee shareholding company ITAS Prvomajs-
ka, which is also an example that is not carried out by a
model of gradual buyouts according to ESOP, but through
the bankruptcy process with realignment where workers
become exclusive business owners. Despite the positive
developments when applying ESOP, the control compo-
nent of such models for employee shareholding which
would give employees a say in making business decisions
is still relatively negligible.”® However, this very fact en-
courages the further development of the model through
the introduction of other systems of democratic control
of the company.

Besides the afore-mentioned models of employee
shareholding, there are other forms of business organisa-
tions where there are attempts to distribute manage-
ment rights and democratic ownership structures to a
large number of company employees. The traditional
form that is often used in doing so is the concept of co-op-
eratives. Coops set democratic management as one of the
key goals. However, the cooperative system in the Bal-
kans post-transitional context is not a very popular mod-
el, especially in the business circles of the region, where
the mere mention of cooperative system provokes deep
suspicion. Thus the Balkan transition society is not in
step with European and world experiences in the usage of
the cooperative model of self-organisation of producers
and consumers. The ideas of economic democracy started
in the early cooperative socialist movement and remains
alive until this day. These ideas developed consistently
through various forms of democratic cooperative enter-

18 Marshall, W. and Rochon, L. (2009), ‘Financing Economic Devel-
opment in Latin America: the Banco del Sur’, Journal of Post Keyn-
sian Economics, 32 (2), 185-198.
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prises over a period of 150 years. Therefore workers’ and
consumers’ cooperatives remain a particularly interest-
ing form of cooperative businesses.

They represent one of the earliest forms of self-or-
ganisation of workers from the era of the First Industrial
Revolution, representing an alternative to the classical
capitalist ‘work for wages’ approach. By the standards of
the International Cooperative Alliance, one of the goals
of workers ‘cooperatives is “the creation and mainte-
nance of employment with the creation of wealth in or-
der toimprove the life quality of members (cooperatives),
to protect the dignity of work, allow self-management
and encourage the development of local communities.”
Despite the fact that there are different approaches to
self-organisation of workers’ cooperatives, many of them
tend to introduce more democratic forms of participation
of the employees in the company management. But aside
from the democratic encouragement of participation of
workers in the decision-making process, these businesses
are focused on increasing the quality of life for all mem-
bers of the local community, not only focusing on mak-
ing profits for the few owners of the capital. This ap-
proach shows an extreme resistance to the adverse ef-
fects of global economic crisis. Indicators from Spain
show that in times of the worst economic crisis, the Span-
ish working cooperatives increased the number of their
employees by 7.2% in the last quarter of 2011. That is the
reason why so many workers’ coops successfully operate
and grow within the capitalist system and market econo-
my. The most famous example is the Basque federation of
workers’ cooperative Mondragon, which employs over
90,000 employees and operates with annual revenue of
over 14 billion EUR. The trend of establishing workers’

19 Menke, J. D. and Buxton, D. C. (2010), ‘The Origin and History of
the ESOP and Its Future Role as a Business Succession Tool’, Jour-
nal of Financial Service Professionals, May 2010.
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cooperatives is particularly present in the Mediterranean
countries (Italy, France); Anglo Saxon countries (USA,
Canada, UK) and countries of Latin America, with em-
phasis on Venezuela and Bolivia, where workers’ cooper-
atives are part of official government policy.

The second most common form of organizing coop-
erative business represents cooperative enterprises that
are owned by its consumers. These companies are owned
by their clients. The particular goal of this form of demo-
cratic enterprise is to increase the quality of services,
while reducing the cost of services and goods offered by
the company. According to the International Cooperative
Alliance, more than 100 million people work in the con-
sumer cooperatives, which is 20% more employees than
in the multinational companies. The oldest and largest
consumer cooperative in the world is the British system -
The Co-operative Group, which offers a wide range of ser-
vices and employs over 120,000 workers and the owner-
ship structure makes over 7 million UK customers of this
enterprise. In the Netherlands, housing cooperatives
own 40% of the total housing stock. In Switzerland, New
Zealand and Singapore consumer cooperatives generate
over 50% of sales through their own home ware retail-
ers.° It is very important to note that the hybrid form of
consumers’-workers’ (employees’) management is very
common in the case of consumer cooperatives. In such a
management model, all beneficiaries (including employ-
ees) participate in the democratic strategic decision-mak-
ing and profit-sharing, while daily business operational
decisions are made by the employees themselves.

20 Kelly, N., ‘Spanish co-operatives see an increase in Employment
of up to 31%’, The Co-operative News, 2012.
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DEMOCRATIZATION OF THE WORK
PROCESS AND THE RESPONSIBILITY
TOWARDS COMMUNITY

Many enterprises owned by employees and consumers
implement other forms of humanisation of the working
process with the attempts to diminish the division of la-
bour. Many democratic enterprises, regardless of the le-
gal form of registration, apply the rotation of employees
to various jobs (Suma Whole foods) or rotation of workers
within the same production facility (Mondragon).

However it must be emphasised that the democratic
management of enterprises should not be reduced mere-
ly to the cooperative form of business registration. Brit-
ain’s biggest retail chain company John Lewis Partner-
ship, with over 70,000 employees, is registered as a clas-
sic holding company, owned by a trust for all the employ-
ees, while working for the company. The largest employ-
ees’ owned enterprise in the United States is also a super-
market chain company Publix, which employs more than
120,000 of employees, and is also registered as a joint
stock company.

The relatively new concept of social entrepreneur-
ship is especially notable in this respect. Some European
countries have already adopted specific legislation with
an adequate form for the registration of social enterprises
(e.g. Italian law on social cooperatives from 1991, or Brit-
ish registration form CIC - Community Interest Compa-
ny of the 2005).* Social enterprises are businesses that
are structured not only to maximise profit but also to
achieve economic, social and the environmental objec-
tives that benefit the community within which they op-

21 International Co-operative Alliance, ‘Statistical Information on
the Co-operative Movement’, 2012



62 THE BALKAN FORUM:
SITUATIONS, STRUGGLES, STRATEGIES

erate. Examples of such enterprises exist throughout the
world and generally show that such economic structures
are significantly more resistant to the effects of the eco-
nomic crisis. Because they are not only profit-driven,
they operate successfully in situations in which tradi-
tional structured companies had difficulty. The first sig-
nificant social enterprises in the post-socialist countries
in the Balkans are in Slovenia and Croatia. The leading
group of social enterprises in Croatia is represented by
Act Group, a consortium of seven social enterprises,
mainly cooperatives operating in Medimurje County,
while the leading Slovenian social entrepreneurs is gath-
ered in the Slovenian Social Entrepreneurship Forum.
The importance of social entrepreneurship is recognised
by the EU? which already has over 2 million social enter-
prises that employ over 11 million people. The modest
Croatian and Slovenian attempts in this direction, as well
as the European experience, certainly point to social en-
trepreneurship as a concept through which the Balkans’
untapped economic resources can be put back into the
function of corporate social responsibility in the region.
In the field of financial services, one of the alterna-
tives to short-term oriented and socially irresponsible
banking are ethical banks (social banks). Instead of a sin-
gle bottom-line logic, which takes into account only fi-
nancial profitability, these banks take into account the
triple bottom-line logic in which, besides profit, social
and environmental consequences of business are taken
into account.?3 These forms of financial institutions are

22 Petrievié, Teodor, ‘O drustvenoj ekonomiji i druStvenom po-
duzetniStvu’, in Poduzetnistvo u sluzbi zajednice: Zbornik tekstova o
drustvenom poduzetnistvu, Zagreb: Nacionalna zaklada za razvoj
civilnog drustva.

23 See ‘Social Economy’, http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/
sme/promoting-entrepreneurship/social-economy/index_en.
htm [Accessed on 30 July 2014]
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increasingly the main source of financing for democratic
enterprises and social entrepreneurship. Classic commer-
cial banks finance projects under the assumption of creat-
ing their own profits. By doing social business through
commercial banks, part of the social capital of the compa-
ny ends in the profit-oriented commercial banks. To avoid
this, there is a trend of establishing ethical banks that are
inherently social enterprises. The model offers the possi-
bility of ownership and management rights to its cus-
tomers (depositors) with the most favorable financing
terms, and by doing so covers only their real costs and
risks. Companies financed under these conditions are
competitive in the market and more sensitive to the
needs of their clients. In addition, the ethical banks often
finance and develop projects that are useful to society.
Profits from such projects are reinvested in new commu-
nal projects. That usually helps social/ethical banks to
improve their business and to expand their capacities
even in the periods of economic depressions. Examples of
ethical banks in Europe are: Triodos and Robobank in the
Netherlands, the Caja Laboral Popular in Spain Cooperati-
va, Banca Etica in Italy and many other ethical and alter-
native banks assembled in the alliances of European Fed-
eration of Ethical and Alternative Banks (FEBE). The first
post-socialist Balkan initiatives for the establishment of
these banks already exist in Croatia and Slovenia. Only
the future will show whether they will be successful un-
der the conditions of “Comprador Capitalism” that pre-
vails in the region.

MACROECONOMIC MEASURES THAT
SUPPORT DEMOCRATIC ECONOMY

Models of economic democracy should be combined with
macro-economic regulation to ensure their complemen-
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tarily and institutional sustainability. Potential solutions
can be found in three main measures, although they
should be combined with others to make their effects
complete.># These are: a minimum guaranteed social in-
come, reduction of working time and the write-off of
debts.

The minimum guaranteed social income appears as a
measure that corresponds to the negative socio-econom-
ic effects of modern capitalism expressed through two
moments. The first concerns the great instability of the
economic developments that causes unemployment, un-
equal distribution of income and the precariousness of
workers. The unequal distribution of income, combined
with the increasing dependence on the financial mar-
kets, either through the realisation of capital income to-
day or through pensions, which are entrusted to pension
funds that invest in the equity markets, means that ag-
gregate demand cannot continually increase, as was the
case in mass production (Fordism). This has negative im-
plications on economic growth that in the current frame-
work serves as an inseparable component of develop-
ment, but also as the basis of legitimacy of the prevailing
economic and political systems. Another element of the
explanation concerns the dependence of people on in-
come from work due to the existence of the underlying
security or, in the Marxist terms, exploitation. In this
context, the minimum guaranteed social income has a di-
mension of justice, not only because it provides the mate-
rial basis for life, but also because today, due to the nature
of production, which is primarily intangible and based on
knowledge, it serves as a monetary award of socially rec-
ognised work which consists of our very existence.?s A

24 De Clerck, F. (2009), ‘Ethical banking’, in Zsolnai, L. (ed.), Ethical
Prospects - Economy, Society, and Environment, Berlin, Heidelberg
and New York: Springer, 209-227.

25 Orsi, C. (2009), ‘Knowledge-based Society, Peer Production and
the Common Good’, Capital & Class, 33: 31-51I.
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minimal guaranteed social income has several character-
istics, which can be subdivided into the following: it is
guaranteed to everyone and it does not serve as a substi-
tute on the social protection measures which should ex-
ist. Besides, it is compatible with other initiatives aimed
at radical change of the system, as is the reduction of
working hours.

Reducing working hours should provide benefits to
the environment, people and economy. In short, people
would thus change their consumption habits and work
more from home, which means a smaller ecological im-
print and greater environmental benefit. The measure
would affect the arrangement of working hours among
those who currently are employed and those who are not,
and would also change the family arrangement of ‘paid’
and ‘unpaid’ working hours, which brings more equality
in society. The economy would experience an increase in
workers’ productivity, who would be oriented towards
having less debt through loans for consumerist purposes,
and the state budget would endure less pressure, due to
the high external and public debt, which is currently a big
issue.?® These measures significantly alter the pillars of
the capitalist system. If the system is characterised by the
domination of private property and exchange based on
the market, as well as the ‘indirect’ forcing of workers to
work for a salary, then, clearly, the measures introduced
above create a more humane system. This allows greater
voluntary production for people’s own needs and the
needs of others, or the production of common goods,
which are not governed by any market or governmental
control. But today it is necessary to do even more than
that, due to the imminent collapse because of the con-
stant increase of exploitation of national resources, ex-
pressed through a concept called environmental foot-

26 Vercellone, C. (ed) (2007), Kognitivni kapitalizam: Znanje i financi-
je u postfordistickom razdoblju, Zagreb: Politicka kultura.
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print, pre-programmed.”” Additional measures, concern-
ing the social level, include a radical shift in fiscal (pro-
gressive taxation, cap and share among similar programs
for income redistribution and penalising excessive ex-
ploitation of natural resources) and monetary policy
(with full banking reserves that will restore the social
control over the creation of money).

Finally, in order for the Balkan countries to manage
to throw off the burden of underdevelopment and over-
throw debt bondage, the “real existing” alternative move-
ments in the Balkans can only survive by rejecting the
logic of competition and networking on an equal basis. In
economic policy that must include, as a key process, the
progressive overcoming of both the state and market
models. Itis necessary to work towards a socially-planned
economy, in which the starting assumption is that we are
social beings who depend on wider processes. In this
sense, it is necessary to recognize and accept that the goal
by which success should be measured is the creation of
public property, which could be defined as “the right of
ownership of those affected by the usage of given eco-
nomic resources, proportional to the degree to which
they are affected by the same.”?® On this assumption it is
possible to develop a wider plan for the economy, in
which the political and economic factors, and therefore
democracy, are the essential preconditions. Precisely the
requirement to refuse to pay the debt and to systemati-
cally undermine the influence of the international mar-
ket on the regional economy through fiscal and monetary
union, capital controls and international taxation of fi-

27 Fumagalli, A. (2000), ‘Ten Propositions on Basic Income’, http://
www.bin-italia.org/article.php?id=1293 [Accessed on 30 July
2014]

28 NEF (The New Economics Foundation) (2010), 21 Hours: Why a
Shorter Working Week Can Help Us All To Flourish in the 21st Century,
London: New Economics Foundation.
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nancial transactions, with full employment, would be
the first necessary steps towards the gradual elimination
of the competitive logic of the capitalist world market
and the creation of a truly free association of producers
worldwide.

The development of the above mentioned compo-
nents plus an active support for the development of dem-
ocratic, social and environmentally responsible business-
es are extremely important factors in the development of
society. They ensure that development occurs according
to principles which ensure a fair distribution of created
value and its orientation to the projects of the utmost im-
portance to the community. The common thread that
links the thought behind these alternatives or “new” ap-
proaches to economic organisation can be defined as a
systematic attempt at overhauling the relationship of la-
bour and capital within the company.? This is an attempt
to change the power relations and expand the steering
rights from the current narrow group of corporate share-
holders, the owners of capital, to the wider circle of those
who participate in the creation of surplus value through
the production process, like the employees, customers,
consumers, and members of the wider community. It
should be mentioned that changes in the economic rela-
tions, aimed at ensuring full economic participation, also
open up the possibility of achieving full political partici-
pation.3° That is why this process plays a more important
role than just an economic role, because it is at the same
time contributing to the democratisation of social rela-
tionships more generally, starting from the democratisa-
tion of production relations.

29 Meadows, D., Randers, J. and D. Meadows, D. (2004), Limits to
Growth: The 30-Year Update, London: Earthscan

30 Seereview articles in Historical Materialism 15 (2007) 173-232.
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INTRODUCTION

We build upon conclusions of The First Balkan Forum -
held in Zagreb (2012) during the Subversive Forum - that
there can be no real democracy in the political, social or
economic spheres if there is no workers’ control over the
means of production at the workplace. Within this frame-
work, the group tried to envisage the institutional and
non-institutional methods of action and organisational
forms that would be central to the processes of funda-
mental change of social and power relations.
Participation is an ambiguous term: on the one hand,
it is used by the governments, indicating the supposed
willingness to engage “interested public” in formulating
amendments, or performing a consultation role, which
actually only slightly tackles inequality and often results
in the situation in which the exploited participate in
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their own exploitation. On the other hand, it can also
mark a more just and equal participation in work, discus-
sions, and decision-making processes. It is an internal
part of direct democratic practices, which predominantly
work in non-institutional forms of organization. Related
to this, the concept of democratisation should be pushed
beyond mere representative democracy. Participation
and democratisation can thus be defined as the political
process of revolutionary change, which would achieve
the workers’ control of the means of production and re-
production, their socialisation leading to the abolish-
ment of capitalist command.

CONTEXTUALIZATION

The end of socialism brought an ideological cliché that re-
al democracy in post-socialist countries started only after
1989. This cliché rests on the presupposition that capital-
ism, the so called “free market society”, is inherently
linked to democracy, while socialism presupposes an-
ti-democratic or totalitarian rule. In fact, “democratic
transition” in ex Yugoslav countries was accompanied by
bloody wars, that is, ethnic cleansing and segregation.
General discussion about the specific contexts of each
state shows that the 1990s brought a massive transfer of
social and state assets, a wave of privatisation, which
among other things resulted in the dispersal of the work-
ing class, dismembering of the trade unions, rising class
differences, and poverty and social exclusion. The process
of neoliberal transition and primitive accumulation of
capital also entailed the recomposing of labour and the
emergence and expansion of a cognitive proletariat with
new difficulties of political mobilization. If the tradition-
al revolutionary agent, the working class, is dwindling
there’s less and less hope for concrete direct democratic
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actions like the occupation of factories, their self-man-
agement etc. In the whole Balkan region there was a long
sequence of defeat and demise for the Left, and it was on-
ly in recent years, with popular uprisings and protests,
thatanew sense of solidarity and political forms emerged.

Slovenia used to be taken as the positive example of a
gradual transition into post-socialist society, however,
getting closer to the EU and Eurozone entrance, the more
brutal class stratification, poverty and neo-liberal agenda
were implemented. Several recent governments, from
centre-left or right-wing, followed the main direction
that launched the second and more thorough wave of pri-
vatisation that affected the dismantling of welfare state
(health, pension, educational system) and the transfer of
state owned companies. In light of the recent economic
crisis, both domestic policies and dictates from abroad de-
manded more austerity and privatization of everything
that was not yet labelled “private property”. It was during
2012 that the so-called fairy tale of successful transition
ended. The level of indebtedness and unemployment
(13%, and much more in youth) started growing dramati-
cally, while the web of social services and solidarities
started shaking.

It was in late 2012 that the city of Maribor saw mass
demonstrations that demanded impeachment of the mu-
nicipal establishment and a corrupt mayor. This was a
small spark in late November, but spread all across the
country. Slovenia encountered the first major revolt since
itsindependence, which happened without the organiza-
tional help of established institutions (party, trade un-
ion, church...). The mass protests created new organiza-
tional platforms ranging from liberal-left and more na-
tional populist currents (demanding more decent, more
moral leaders) to anti-capitalist, communist, anarchist
and ecologist elements. The series of protests toppled
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both the mayor of Maribor and the right-wing govern-
ment of Janez Jan$a, which seemed to open a new hori-
zon also in formal representative democratic politics.
However, the new transitory government continued
with the old policies, while the new mayor of Maribor -
coming from the independent, activist circles - does not
have enough support in the municipal council.

The most recent development saw the formation of
the Initiative for Democratic Socialism (IDS) organized
by some members of the Workers-Punks University, that
joined forces with Sustainable Development Party (TRS)
and Democratic Party of work (DSD) and formed the
‘United Left’ which presented its list at the 2014 Europe-
an Parliament elections.

Kosovo: Forcefully subjected to all sorts of neoliberal so-
cial and political experiments, Kosovo became arguably
the poorest country in Europe, with 48% unemployment
rate, and around 20-26% of people living with less than 1
euro per day. Following the spectacular rise in the price of
electricity (a similar parallel, yet with different conse-
quences, can be drawn with Bulgaria, where popular
demonstrations forced the government to resign), pro-
tests involving thousands of people were organised by
grass-root activists. The protests began in Pristine and
then spread to eight cities in the country. Taking into ac-
count the political and ideological conjuncture of the Re-
public of Kosovo, that is to say, a country that is directly
subjected to economic and political neo-imperialist inter-
ventions of EU, USA as well as Turkey, the recent protests
mark a new political awareness and revolt. A minimal,
but important goal was achieved: the already-announced
electricity price hikes were cancelled. However, even
though the electricity rise sparked these protests, they
were not reduced only to that.
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On this note, one should add that the ‘normalisation
of relations’ signed by the Republic of Kosovo and the Re-
public of Serbia has been praised by almost everyone as a
‘historical agreement’. And indeed it is historic - but ap-
parently for completely different reasons than those the
EU and other bureaucrats praise it for. From the EU’s
view and perception of the Balkans, everything that is
not an outburst of our primitive ethnic passions is indeed
a historic achievement. Peace is almost considered a state
of exception. In this regard, the mere fact that the Koso-
vo and Serbian Prime Ministers have met is a major victo-
ry over the backward tendencies keeping the Balkans as it
is, in the permanent state of pre-war explosion. The strug-
gle against the multiethnic conception of the Republic of
Kosovo, as well as the struggle against the “historic agree-
ment” signed in April 19" (and its ratification by the
Kosovo Parliament), would be the struggle for the re-po-
liticisation of the Albanian-Serbian question. To summa-
rise the essence of the agreement, we would argue that if
it were implemented, the effect would be twofold:

1) it will create a parallel or autonomous ‘province’
within the borders of the Republic of Kosovo. This
will be an ethnic ‘province’, with executive and (up
to a point) legislative competences of the “Associa-
tion of Serbian Municipalities.” The closest compari-
son (albeit not totally accurate) would be that of the
Republika Srpska in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

2) Itwill deem necessary ethnically based solutions for
the rest of the region. By dividing the country along
the ethnic lines, in the name of the ‘co-existence be-
tween different cultures, religions and ethnicities’,
it makes it impossible to prevent further division of
the country, which will lead to changes in the bor-
ders of (at least) a few neighbouring countries. Tak-
ing all this into account, the agreement between
Thaci and Daci¢ is indeed historical, precisely be-
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cause it negates the emancipatory potential, and
promotes the existing state of affairs, that of an eth-
nically divided country and so forth. Its historical
importance relies on another missed chance for the
true liberating and emancipatory potential in this
region.

The material basis of this ruling ideology has ren-
dered political parties, trade unions and other “classic”
forms or political organisation impotent (or, at least tem-
porarily impotent) and new forms of political organiza-
tions (outside direct state control) are becoming a politi-
cal imperative. However, this shows the limit of “sponta-
neous” organisations. These forms of popular dissatisfac-
tion or/and revolt have to be organised in some more
structured ways. Otherwise, they remain “spontaneous”
and apart from a temporary panic in the corridors of the
government, nothing emancipatory can come out of
them. Therefore, from the experience of the on-going
demonstrations, the direct action has to be at least mini-
mally structured.

Serbia: After parliamentary elections in March 2014, the
Serbian government is now firmly in hands of the Serbian
Progressive Party, a reformed far right-wing party tending
toward populist right both politically and economically.
In all important aspects, it continues with the same poli-
tics as the previous government, and even aims at radical
neoliberal reforms and privatisations. Such policies are
largely created and drafted by the European Union, with-
in the so-called Euro-Atlantic integrations, and the IMF.
The peoples’ backs were broken several times during the
last 30 years, first through the economic crisis in the mid-
1980s, and after there was a surge in nationalism, the dis-
integration of the country, wars and the beginning of pri-
vatization practices. After the change of government in
2000 there was a complete destruction of industry which
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had survived NATO bombings and a ten-year robbery,
which is estimated to have cost at least $100bn.

Workers’ unions are particularly weak, with very
few possibilities for mobilization, as they were shame-
lessly lied to and cheated many times by now. Other so-
cial forces, such as the populist non-parliamentary right,
are mainly pacified and disoriented. This also applies to
sympathizers of political parties which used to constitute
the ruling coalition. The youth of civil (liberal) orienta-
tion has been integrated into the NGO sector and
EU-sponsored institutions, which are being created, or in
the already existing institutions of the center. The left is
practically nonexistent, and is reduced to a small hetero-
geneous movement. One part of this movement is get-
ting closer to the NGO sector, which is a consequence of
project financing on behalf of international foundations
trying to implement their own agenda, usually with
open support for Euro-Atlantic integrations. The poten-
tial for the creation of an autonomous workers’ move-
ment exists, and one part of activists in Serbia are en-
gaged in this. The precondition is the creation of a serious
direct-democratic organization, which would be the driv-
ing force of the movement; as well as a direct-democratic
infrastructure through which the movement would act.

Albania: Since the early 1990s Albania has gone through
a continuous process of neoliberal reforms, whose im-
pacts have been not only socio-economical, but also polit-
ical. Through mass privatizations, deterioration of work-
ing conditions, restructuring of the economic structure,
massive unemployment and the dispersion of the work-
ing class, Albania is faced not only with imminent eco-
nomic problems, but also with societal and grass-root po-
litical demobilization. On the other hand, educational re-
forms aim at breaking student self-organization, through
raising fees, and more generally transforming the univer-
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sity into a neoliberal structure which breeds individualis-
tic economical competition, and thwarts solidarity in
every aspect. In this quasi-atomized society, most people
feel discouraged to self-organize, and instead look at more
practical forms of collective survival, which in most cas-
es has to do with the revival of pre-modern, or tribal
forms of organization. So what we have instead of work-
ers’ —students’ —or more general popular organizations,
are micro-tribal entities, which live in urban areas, but
through political clienteles, and hierarchic self-organiza-
tion, manage to survive and distribute some kind of
means of subsistence.

In an atomized and quasi-tribalized society, forms of
popular self-organization are hindered even institution-
ally. Although the Albanian constitution allows popular
movements to call for a referendum, so far the only ref-
erendums which have taken place in these twenty years,
were about the approval of the very constitution. To initi-
ate a referendum from below, the organizers need to col-
lect at least 50,000 signatures, which afterwards are to
be certified by the Electoral Commission, whose practice
reflects the appetites of the political and economical
elites. No larger progressive movement exists in Albania
at the moment.

Croatia: Dominant processes that marked the last two
decades in Croatia have been deindustrialization, crimi-
nal activities involved in privatization processes, com-
mercialization of education and health services, deterio-
ration of workers’ rights and the deepening of social and
economic inequality. The resistance to those processes
among academia, trade unions and different civil society
groups was partial, weak and ineffectual.

Accession of the country to the European Union was
presented by governments - centre-right and centre-left
with an unconditional support of the mainstream media
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- as the single-granted alternative. In the past few years
there is a strong tendency of Croatian government (the
coalition that has been in power since 2011 is formed by
the Social-democrats, the Croatian People’s party, the
Party of Pensioners and a regional party) to privatize the
remaining state-owned companies such as Croatian rail-
ways, Croatian electricity, Croatian airlines, etc. The gov-
ernment is preparing a new legislation on strategic in-
vestments, which, if implemented, will allow the sale of
the remaining public assets, space and natural resources.
Worker’s rights will be further eroded with the near
adoption of a new, very troublesome labour law, which is
in line with the neoliberal policies of liberalization and
deregulation of markets.

Economic and social situation became even worse
since the economic recession started (2009-2014). There
have been uprisings in a number of firms that are near or
already have gone bankrupt; there is a high rate of unem-
ployment (around 20% and more than 50% among the
younger generations) and a great number of those not re-
ceiving salary for their work (a total of approx. 450,000
people) as well as other forms of poverty and social exclu-
sion. Surveys inform us that the political context is deter-
mined by an acute loss of trust in politicians, parties, and
political institutions. The public sees political actors, as
immoral, or very susceptible to corruption.

Organized resistance against neoliberal capitalism in
Croatia mainly arose from the student movement in
2009. Their contribution, based on direct democratic
principles, significantly slowed down the process of com-
modification of knowledge and its consequences for the
society. The student movement directly or indirectly in-
fluenced the development of different groups, initiatives
and organizations on the left. These leftist groups opened
the space for social struggle in different areas, especially
those concerning economic inequality and workers’
rights that have been neglected all these years.
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THE METHODS OF POLITICAL ACTIONS:
INSTITUTIONAL AND
NON-INSTITUTIONAL TYPES
OF ORGANIZING

Organization and action, with regard to the different re-
lations with the institutions of the system, can be divid-
ed into an institutional and a non-institutional model
that strives for transformation. Types of organization
falling under the institutional model are the following:
radical left-wing political parties emerging from social
movements, workers’ unions and civil society organiza-
tions representing wider “new social movements”
(green, feminist, peace etc.) dealing with public policy
change. Types of organization belonging to the non-in-
stitutional model are: direct-democratic unions, social
movements based on direct democratic governance mod-
el or direct-democratic ideological organizations.

Methods of the institutional models are: partici-
pation in parliamentary elections, referendum, participa-
tory budgeting, participation in governance, action
through the legal system, protests and even legal strikes.
Methods of action belonging to the non-institutional
type are: protests, wild strikes, occupations of govern-
ment institution buildings and public spaces, occupa-
tions of the work place, general assemblies (in the work
place, the local community, school...). It is important to
mention that different types of institutional and non-in-
stitutional organizing can overlap in practice.

Institutional models

Left Party: our group holds generally an affirmative view
of party organizing, but with some critical reservation.
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Apart from criticizing bourgeois, right-wing (also, liberal
and conservative) parties, which are at best reformists of
the capitalist state, history also teaches us about the
Communist Parties, which in certain historical sequenc-
es successfully contributed to the revolution (Yugoslavia,
Soviet Union, Vietnam, Cuba, China, Albania). The cri-
tique of state socialism today should be quite clear about
the problems of democratic centralism, Party internal
purges and external repression of opposition. However,
the last decade has seen the emergence of a new type of
Left Party that moves away from the social-democratic,
neoliberal Parties — especially, in the South America, in
Venezuela, but also in Bolivia and Ecuador a new socialist
orientation has been developing with a strong link be-
tween progressive movements and Left Parties.

The Left Party should not have a goal to remain in
constant opposition or become reformist but to take over
the state power. Also recently in respect of Euro-crisis, in
the light of millions protesting on the streets in Spain,
Portugal, Slovenia, and Greece nothing changed in terms
of economic conditions. Thus, for example, the decision
of Syriza to make a Left front of movements, different
parties and groups expands the link between the move-
ment and party. The critical question remains, how does
the Left party - after taking state power—participate in
the process of dissolving, altering or destroying the exist-
ing state apparatuses, and how does it remain accounta-
ble to its material base and movements? Apart from
Greece, and the newly formed ‘United Left’in Slovenia, it
is too early to speak of other Left Parties in the region.

Participatory budgeting (PB): after the victory of the
Workers’ Party in the municipal elections in Brazil, budg-
eting was implemented as innovative institutional ar-
rangement from the perspective of economic democracy.
Citizens both as individuals and through their civil socie-
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ty organizations participate in all three phases of the lo-
cal investment budgetary process: the definition of the
citizens’ preferences, the translation of these preferences
into the investment budget, and the monitoring and con-
trol of its execution. In a positive light, we can see this as
an attempt at a more just redistribution and widening
participation, especially of the poor people in their right
to the city.

However, there is a series of limitations in the idea of
participatory budgeting: firstly, the inadequate financial
resources of City Hall - there are only a few items of the
budget that the participatory councils can decide upon,
thus, the PB process cannot really control the whole cir-
culation and investment process. Secondly, it is only con-
cerned with the government budget in economies that
are predominantly private. As an important example of
the sort of limitations this yields concretely, PB in Porto
Alegre produced a very limited number of income gener-
ating programs for the low-income population. Thirdly,
the inherent weakness of this model is that it deals only
with the standpoint of distribution. The process of distri-
bution (which is already limited by the resources) is sepa-
rated from the realm of production. At best it can im-
prove conditions of urban life, but does not address the
relations of exploitation. Thus, without the link to the
realm of wages, proper economy, this approach is ex-
posed to the good will of the city council. In Croatia, for
example, this practice was imposed from above, with a
mere consultative role.

Referendum is also an important institutional instru-
ment of most democratic practices; it can be a very im-
portant political tool especially in times of economic cri-
sis. However, it should be said that the rights of minori-
ties and human rights should not be decided on referen-
dums. Slovenia’s frequent referendums and Croatia’s re-
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cent referendum on same sex marriage show the com-
plexity of referendums in practice. Since June 2013, Croa-
tia witnessed a strong backlash against LGBT rights and
freedoms, initiated by an interconnected group of a hand-
ful of “civil initiatives” called “In the Name of the Fami-
ly”, with close ties to the Catholic Church. This initiative
collected enough citizens’ signatures to initiate a referen-
dum on introducing a constitutional provision that de-
fines marriage as a life bond achieved exclusively be-
tween a man and a woman. They collected roughly
750,000 signatures during a two-week period in May.
Once it became clear they would collect far more signa-
tures than necessary, a public debate about the essence of
this referendum ensued. Namely, regarding the real in-
tention of this initiative: to preemptively ban same-sex
marriage (as constitutional provisions are extremely hard
to change once introduced). Although only one third of
the citizens turned out to vote at the referendum, more
than 65 percent of voters casted their votes in favour of
introducing a provision that regulates marriage as the un-
ion between a man and a woman into the Constitution,
while 33,59 percent or 481,314 voters casted their votes
against the inclusion of such a definition of marriage in
the constitution. However, the best evidence of the ma-
nipulation of the referendum question and the complete
vagueness of the “In the Name of the Family” initiatives
can be seen in the fact that the initiators themselves dras-
tically changed their position with respect to the content
and effects of the proposed constitutional alteration.
Namely, at the beginning of the process of collecting citi-
zens’ signatures, the initiators of the referendum argued
that the concrete constitutional change would not alter
anything; as such a provision does not constitute discrim-
ination, and only reaffirms the status quo. Such a claim
implied that the proposed constitutional change would
not limit the practical rights of same-sex communities
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but will only reserve the existing institution of marriage
for heterosexual communities in the long-term. Over
time, the initiators gave up on this point of view. After
the Ministry of Administration initiated the process of
public debate regarding the draft proposal of the Civil
Partnership Bill, the initiators harshly condemned the
expansion of rights for same-sex couples, despite it being
a commitment made by the Republic of Croatia according
to the European Convention for the Protection of Human
Rights.

On the one hand, the referendum campaign which
prompted the unification of 87 civil society organiza-
tions, unions, ruling parties and the President of the Re-
public of Croatia against the introduction of the provi-
sion according to which marriage would be a community
exclusively reserved for men and women to the Consti-
tution of the Republic of Croatia, demonstrated that the
Republic of Croatia has conscious, progressive citizens
who are committed to human rights. However, on the
other hand, it showed that there exist a large number of
citizens that are unable to comprehend basic democratic
values, such as the respect for the rights of minorities by
the majority, and that not much progress has been made
in reducing homophobia and transphobia in Croatian
society.

For the region it would definitely ba a step forward
to include the right to a referendum (Kosovo does not
have it), or at least make it easier to organize the process
of collecting signatures (Croatia, Albania).

(Transition to non-institutional) Workers’ Unions:
After World War I, the class compromise in the centre of
capitalism between reformed unions and economic elites
led to the creation of the welfare state in which the great-
est part of the workers’ movement was co-opted by the
capitalist system, while its radical part remained isolated
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and practically destroyed. Today, the ideology, politics,
strategy and practice of workers’ unions is founded in the
ideology of social dialogue between the state, the em-
ployer and the worker, and it is closely tied to particular
economic interests of the workers (wages and working
conditions) within the nation-state. For this reason, it is
necessary to revitalize the workers’ movement in a way
to frame it as a fighting organization of the working class
which is a clear antagonist of the capitalist socio-eco-
nomic formation. We consider that working class must
also include the unemployed, precarious workers, the re-
tired, the industrial proletariat, farmers, students and all
others who are forced to sell their labour in order to sur-
vive. We believe that the revitalization of the workers’
movement can be achieved through the creation of di-
rect-democratic anti-capitalist unions, the formation of
autonomous direct-democratic unions independent of
union centres, as well as the radicalization of the existing
unions through cooperation with anti-capitalist
organizations.

Non-institutional models

Direct Democracy: is a principle of collective decision
making in which everyone who is interested in the deci-
sion can participate, where everyone has the right to
vote, and an equal right to participate in the discussion,
where the horizontal structure is the base of the system.
Delegates who do not have the right to negotiate or de-
cide on behalf of the body they represent, and who are
entrusted with the tasks, are responsible for the imple-
mentation of decisions. The basic principles on which di-
rect democracy is founded on are horizontality, solidari-
ty, openness, voluntariness, interchange ability, aware-
ness and responsibility. Related to direct democracy is the
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question of mobilization in the political and in the so-
cio-economical sphere (workers’ control etc.), where in-
stitutional hindrances are many. It is very common if we
ask people about the possibility of their involvement,
they would answer that the only thing they want is an
honest and caring government, and a more human own-
er. We are in the midst of an ideological struggle, which
the Right has been winning for some time. People do not
believe in their capacities because they are told that ei-
ther they lack technical competence, or are manipulated
by political experts that exploit their grievances in the
guise of collective identity. That is why before speaking
about the result, we need to stress the necessity of mobi-
lization as a precondition for any kind of mass movement
or mass organization. We need to mobilize common peo-
ple by breaking the neoliberal hegemony, offering them
not only new and viable propositions, but also building
some kind of emancipatory utopia, part of which is even
the self-organizing, the self-ownership and the self-man-
agement of the political and the socio-economical sphere.
On the other hand we need to mobilize people practically
by rethinking the role of emancipatory vanguards, not in
the sense of old-style Leninism, but in the sense of trying
to connect ourselves as small groups with the general
population at large, be part of them, and thus build com-
mon struggles together.

General Strike is the simultaneous strike of a large num-
ber of workers in the majority of the branches of the
economy. This is a situation in which the entire society
comes to a stand-still due to a giant strike. Even though
the strike is a form of economic direct action, a general
strike always has a distinct political character, as it ex-
presses a fighting unity of the working class, setting de-
mands on behalf of society towards the ruling class, such
as the withdrawal of legislation and the abolishing of
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planned austerity measures. Historically speaking, gener-
al strikes have achieved things such as the eight-hour
working day, a right to union organizing, etc. Also, gener-
al strikes have been used to bring about political change
(e.g. the general strike in Serbia in 2000 culminated in
the toppling of the MiloSevi¢ regime), and even revolu-
tionary change (the revolution in Spain started with a
general strike in 1936). Even if the general strike starts
with small demands, it carries a moment of unpredicta-
bility, as there is no possibility of knowing in advance
how long the general strike will last and how it will de-
velop, especially if social movements participate as well.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

From a more theoretical perspective our discussions
could be summed up in two visions/models that can bring
social and revolutionary change towards workers’ man-
agement and control over the means of (re)production: 1)
predominantly institutional (Left Parties, trade unions,
referendum movements etc.) and 2) predominantly
non-institutional, direct democratic mass union organi-
zation, autonomous spaces and affinity groups. The pro-
found social transformation arrives only if there is coop-
eration between these forms.

A possible future for the Balkan political platform
should have a set of minimal denominators, without im-
posing the forms of political actions. These denominators
are, at first negative: anti-capitalist struggle (struggle
against privatization of commons, of social wealth, of ed-
ucation, health and pension system, public services, etc.),
anti-patriarchal, anti-nationalist, anti-fascist, anti-mili-
tarist etc. More positive political programmatic points in-
clude workers’ control over the means of production and
reproduction, movement towards a classless and stateless
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society based on the principles of equality, justice, and
emancipation and the destruction of forms of exploita-
tion and domination.

A more concrete goal ahead for left movements
should be the establishment of new anti-capitalist un-
ions, in parallel with the radicalization of the official
trade unions to work more in the area of education and
youth mobilization to continue ideological and hegem-
onic struggles, and to struggle for meaningful democrati-
zation and participation in politics, society and economy.
This should include the building of a true Balkan Interna-
tional to achieve common goals.
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