
	Foreign investment in Serbia 
And Where Is the Red Carpet? 
A tiny error of logic crept into the draft law: one-stop-shop multiplied itself into as many of those as we have municipalities in Serbia, thus making the concept pretty meaningless
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Have you perhaps noticed a new habit of Serbian lawmakers? With almost no exemption they simply keep on fast-tracking every legislative procedure, A very good reason for that lies in circumventing a public debate, since  the only one who could love most of their brainchildren is the same one who drafted them. Besides, why bother with debates and criticism, if one does not have to? The benefit is also in easily pushing many, many laws, like no other Serbian government managed to do so far. It is all fine and dandy, only one should not forget the good old Soviet name for this measure of success: трудодень.

By using this gung-ho approach, we arrived at the latest, fast-tracked Law on Foreign Investment. This time the lawmaker was careless enough to alllow a public debate, and was immediately punished by ungrateful participants who announced loud how inferior this draft law was. Media reported that the World Bank was close to desperation and that it wrote a letter to the ministers asking them to change the law, that SIEPA (Serbian Investment and Export Promotion Agency, a fairly competent body, by the way) has been simply left out from the law, as if it never existed. The press also reported that the EU officials reproted the divergence from EU laws and practices, and so on, all along these same lines. Without the fast-track procedure, it is questionable whether such draft could ever reach the parliament.
But what gave rise to so many objections? The key thing which made minister Parivodić so proud of, turned out to be a source for despair of all other aforementioned players: it is the concept of one-stop shop. This is an internationally known mechanism for attracting those spoiled foreigners, who have no intention of endlessly going from door to door in the country they are coming to, for at least two reasons. First, it takes too much time, and second, it is too expensive, because a nice little gift, as we all know, should be taken to almost every stop-shop. Therefore, foreigners prefer to pay all the “dues” in one shot, which the civil servants will then neatly distribute among themselves, and do the job in a timely fashion. There is nothing disputable about the fact that one stop shop would be an excellent arrangement for Serbia too, only if there weren’t for a tiny error of logic, which crept into this draft law: one stop shop multiplied itself into as many of those as we have municipalities in Serbia, thus making the concept pretty meaningless. This is all the more so because the law (article 32) sets forth that every municipal chairman has the authority to turn down a foreign investor if some of his clerks indicate to him in writing – watch this – that there are reasonable grounds to believe that it will not be good for the municipality! He who does not immediately think of the comedy “Suspicious Character” has really lost the touch here! But the amount of the small token of appreciation with which these reasonable grounds could vanish has not been stipulated. I guess it falls in the competence of the local government anyway.
But there is a real problem here, since the municipalities, better to say the Chairman really decides on everything concerning urban land, zoning and issuing permits, which makes foreign investors shuddering at the thought of it. This is indeed an open problem for as long as the state remains the owner of urban land, and nobody knows when that will change. Still, the senselessness of the multiplicity of one stop shops is not a solution either. Furthermore, the lawmaker himself has admitted that I am right, by stipulating in article 43 that the most important investors (investing more than ten million euros) will not be dealt with by some Chairman from God knows where, but with the minister of foreign economic relations himself! The minister, hence the republican authority level, may, all of a sudden, interfere with local governance, and becomes entitled to provide all the necessary licenses in a record time! But it is only if you belong to the most important ones, otherwise it cannot be done.

And now for something completely different: if among those most important ones there happens to be an investor who does not exactly have the full ten million euros, or does not exactly meet some other requirement laid down in article 43 of this future law, the minister can receive him to the republican one stop shop, but only if the Minister assesses that it could be of public interest (there we are!). What objectivity, what transparency, what lucidity! As in the above case, there is also no mention of how much this privilege of not being sent to the single window in God Knows Where would cost the investor, but another riddle becomes crystal clear – and that is why the FIC (Foreign Investors Council) did not say a word in the public debate against all these sad novelties in the draft law. Well, they did not complain probably because as long as there is article 43 all of them can play the card of public interest, which resolves all their problems. Or, maybe they assessed that this arrangement is, after all, the high water mark of this government, so it is better not to push it any further, 

But what would be a solution then? That one is easy. Serbia should set up a ministry of foreign investment, which would actually be a one-stop shop for new foreign investors, enabling them to complete all founding activities in one place only, while paying the dues once and never again. This would finally mean that Serbia is rolling out a red carpet for foreign investors (all our competitors did that long time ago) which would reduce instead of multipliying corruption through the proposed arrangement. But it is too simple a solution for anyone to even notice it in this country.  
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