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Who are the trustees, and how has their role evolved?
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Commissioners/trustees in the area of migra-
tion were established in Serbia by the Law on 
Refugees from 1992, which also established 
the Commissariat for Refugees and Migration 
(hereinafter referred to as: the Commissariat). 
The competent authority in the autonomous 
province and the local self-government unit 
(LSG), after acquiring the opinion of the Com-
missariat, appoints the trustee – a liaison of-
ficer and a person undertaking specific tasks 
on behalf of the Commissariat. Since their in-
troduction, the trustees in the area of migra-
tion have also been performing other tasks 
envisaged by the job systematisation in LSG.

The tasks trustees undertake for the Commis-
sariat are further regulated by the Regulation 
on the Reception of Refugees, and they in-
clude maintaining contact between opera-
tional bodies, ensuring coordinated action of 
all participants in the refugee care process, 
collecting data, compiling reports, and in-
forming the public. Tasks focused on refugees 
target individuals who, due to events in the 

1990s, fled or were exiled from the former 
Yugoslav republics to the territory of Serbia. 
Since 1999, trustees have also been involved 
in the care of internally displaced persons 
from the territory of Kosovo and Metohija, 
while since 2008, they have expanded their 
activities to the reintegration of returnees 
under the readmission agreements. A few 
trustees work with other categories of mi-
grants, such as asylum seekers, the diaspora 
and economic migrants. The reason is that 
such a mandate has not been normatively as-
signed to them, although there is a need for it 
in line with the migration development pro-
cesses and the emergence of new categories 
of migrants in Serbia.

Trustees represent the basic structure of 
human resources in managing migration 
processes at the local level in Serbia



Systematisation of Trustees’ Tasks

Trustees hold diverse ranks, work in various 
positions, in different departments and sec-
tors. The trustee position is systematised in 
most LSGs, while only half of the trustees be-
lieve that this systematisation is adequate. 

Operating procedures are generally clearly 
defined and easily accessible, and any am-
biguities are successfully resolved in com-
munication with the Commissariat and their 
superiors.

The systematisation of trustees’ tasks is not uniformly regulated in all LSGs. 

The majority of trustees are engaged based on 
an open-ended employment contract, while 
most trustees perform additional tasks along-
side their duties as a trustee. Less than half of 

the trustees speak English, while almost a third 
do not speak any foreign language. Nearly all 
trustees effectively use computers, MS Office, 
and the internet.
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Profile of Trustees in Serbia

N U M B E R  O F  
T R U S T E E S  I N  S E R B I A

E D U C A T I O N

GEND ER

160

Most trustees have over ten years of experience 
in this position, from various advisory or clerical 
positions, often in the social services sector

women in the field of  
social sciences

A G E E X P I R I E N C E

age group of  
55 to 64 years

possess tertiary 
education

60%

74%

50%

50%
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In addition to the tasks assigned by the Com-
missariat, trustees are also accountable to 
the local self-government where they are 
employed. In 90% of local self-governments, 
only one person performs the duties of a 
trustee, while many trustees also undertake 
additional tasks within the local self-govern-
ment that are not necessarily related to their 
primary responsibilities, making their aver-
age workday very diverse. The dual role that 
trustees have due to divided duties and loy-
alties to both the local self-government and 
the Commissariat leads to unclear and con-
flicting work priorities. 

The time trustees spend performing their du-
ties varies significantly. Just over a quarter 
of trustees work full-time on trustee-related 
tasks, and an equal number spend between 
20% to 40% of their work time on these tasks. 
Following this, there is a group for whom trus-
tee tasks take up less than 20% of their work 
time, about 18.5% of the trustees.

Working with beneficiaries is the main seg-
ment of trustees’ duties, yet the largest num-
ber of them, just over one-third, spend 20% to 
40% of their time in direct contact with clients. 
Most trustees work with internally displaced 
persons, refugees, and returnees under the 
readmission agreement, while working with 
other migrant categories, such as asylum 
seekers, economic migrants, and the diaspora, 
is less frequent.

Besides working with beneficiaries, other du-
ties of trustees include connecting various 
community stakeholders, administrative tasks, 
fieldwork, and serving on committees for the 
allocation of various types of assistance and 
support to beneficiaries, as well as technical 
and financial reporting to the Commissariat. 
Due to the dynamic nature of the job, trustees 
are often engaged outside of regular working 
hours and on weekends. 

T I M E  T R U S T E E S  S P E N D  
P E R F O R M I N G  T H E I R  D U T I E S

Diversity of Trustees’ Work Responsibilities

Less than 20% 

18,5%

From 20% to 40%

26,1%

From 80% to 100%

26,1%

From 40% to 60%

15,1%

From 60% to 80%

14,2%
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Working Conditions and Professional Development

Approximately 85% of trustees are employed 
based on an open-ended contract, and due to 
diverse job classifications, their salaries vary, 
with 60% earning between RSD 50,001 and 
100,000. Most trustees share an office with 
officers from other departments, while only 
a third have their own office, which compli-
cates ensuring the confidentiality necessary 
for working with clients. Trustees usually have 
a computer and internet access. Still, over half 
of them do not have a vehicle available when 
needed for fieldwork, and nearly 90% lack an 
interpreter when one is required. Only two-

thirds of trustees can access expert services in 
the local self-government when needed. 

Before taking up their position, only a fifth of 
the trustees had previous work experience in 
related fields. However, only a third had un-
dergone training relevant to their role either 
before or shortly after taking office. Knowl-
edge transfer from one trustee to another 
within the same LSG is considered extreme-
ly important. Still, it is not sufficiently devel-
oped, leading to a loss of institutional memo-
ry when experienced trustees leave.

Trustees have good cooperation with the Com-
missariat and local migration councils. Howev-
er, trustees face challenges in collaboration 
with the Commissariat due to tight deadlines 
for performing their duties. 

Collaboration within LSGs, i.e. with municipal ser-
vices and social protection institutions, is good. 
Still, there is weaker cooperation with judicial 
bodies and the civil sector, with a third of trustees 
having no cooperation with the civil sector at all.

Cooperation and Communication  
with Relevant Stakeholders 

Local migration councils (LMCs) are formed by the LSG and consist of representatives from the 
local government's executive body, the centre for social protection, the police department, the 
employment service, the trustee, and a representative of the municipal or city administration. 
LMCs play an advisory role in managing migration, monitor migration flows, report to the 
Commissariat on measures taken, and propose programmes and measures for more efficient 
migration governance.



Model 1

The recommendations on the organisational level involve improved 
organisation of the trustees’ work, which can be approached in two ways.

Strengthening the Position and Role of Trustees –  
the Potential (Still) Awaiting Reform

Model 1 involves efficiently achieving goals 
defined in the existing legal frameworks of 
the Law on Refugees and the Law on Migration 
Management, and recommends the following:

	� Monitoring the needs and capacities of LSGs 
to accommodate migrants and manage mi-
gration, thereby enabling the mapping and 
clustering of LSGs according to the goals 
of the Commissariat. This would further re-
sult in asymmetric treatment of LSGs by the 
Commissariat and the possibility of closer 
cooperation with LSGs of special interest;

	� Considering appointing more trustees in 
LSGs as needed, optimally having trustees 
employed in the Social Services Depart-
ment, due to the related field of work;

	� The Commissariat should organise an inter-
view with the candidate for the trustee, es-
pecially if an LSG is designated as one of spe-
cial significance for the Commissariat’s tasks;

	� Where significant and rational, the same 
officer should be assigned tasks in the 
field of economic and development migra-
tion, primarily under the purview of other 
ministries, which would enable trustees to 
also address economic migration;

	� To recognise the importance of economic 
and development migration, stronger co-
operation of trustees with local economic 
development offices and migration service 
centres, as well as utilising the potential of 
LSGs to be at the centre of these areas;

	� Further strengthening the capacity of trus-
tees in the area of strategic planning, giv-
en their crucial role in LSGs.

Model 2
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Model 2 involves legislative reform and rec-
ommends the following:

	� Consolidating regulations on accommo-
dation, integration, repatriation, and other 
related institutes in the field of migration 
management into one systematic legal act, 
with a clearer definition of the relationships 
between stakeholders in the horizontal and 
vertical division of power;

	� Considering the extension of the original 
competences of LSGs to include migration 
management through amendments to the 
Law on Local Self-Government;

	� Changing the title “trustee” in the Law on 
Migration Management and in the Law on 
Local Self-Government to “trustee for (ref-
ugees and) migration”, to better reflect the 
nature of this institution and increase its 
visibility.



The recommendations on the content level include innovations that can 
be immediately applied with the aim of improving the work of trustees, 
regardless of the organisational model applied, and include the following:
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	® A CLEARER DEFINITION OF THE OPERAT-
ING FRAMEWORK AND COMPETENCES, 
i.e., precisely systematising trustees’ work 
role by improving existing job descrip-
tions and expanding their competences, 
profiling trustees as field workers, and up-
dating databases, to better contextualise 
plans and public policies.

	® IMPROVING WORKING CONDITIONS 
AND RESOURCES, which is a prerequisite 
for the efficient operation of trustees and 
involves providing vehicles, interpreters, 
and adapted workspaces for interaction 
with beneficiaries, conducting regular 
trustee workload analyses to optimise 
their work and better plan human resource 
policies, as well as developing procedures 
aimed at reducing administrative burden 
and allowing more time for interaction 
with beneficiaries.

	® STRENGTHENING THE SYSTEM OF PRO-
FESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR TRUS-
TEES to meet the current and future needs 
of migration policies and working with 
vulnerable groups.

1.	 Providing training in areas such as mi-
gration management, human rights, 
gender and ethnic equality, under-
standing the dynamics of vulnerable 
groups, communication and negotia-
tion skills, drafting public policy docu-
ments and project writing, dealing with 
traumatic reactions, and developing 
language and digital competencies.

2.	 Maintaining records of trustee training 
and providing support after training 
sessions.

3.	 Formalising mentorship, ensuring 
knowledge transfer between trustees 
and securing institutional memory.

4.	 Introducing supervision to mitigate 
the negative consequences arising 
from trustees’ exposure to complex 
and stressful work environments.

	® COMPREHENSIVE SUPPORT FOR TRUS-
TEES, which includes recognising their 
work through pay raises and awards de-
pending on the complexity and signif-
icance of their tasks, providing formal 
support from the Commissioner’s office, 
highlighting the importance of trustees’ 
work within the Commissioner’s office 
and before local government bodies, and 
strengthening collaboration between trus-
tees and local government bodies and civil 
society organisations, thereby increasing 
their visibility and providing additional 
support for their work.


