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2012 USAID CSO Sustainability Index 

for Central and Eastern Europe and Eurasia 

Review of the Balkans & Country Assessments 

 

The USAID CSO Sustainability Index for Central and Eastern Europe and Eurasia measures and 
reports on the sustainability of the CSO sector in twenty-nine countries throughout the region. In the 
Southern Tier, which covers the Balkans, three countries received a more positive outlook towards 
their sustainability this year. Bulgaria, Montenegro, and Serbia were all perceived to have made 
significant positive developments towards the sustainability of their CSO sectors. Despite these 
positive developments CSOs in the region are still hampered by access to financial resources, 
constrictive and hard-to-navigate legal environments, and a struggle to win the hearts and minds of 
the public. 

CSO Sustainability in Central and Eastern Europe and Eurasia 

During June 2013 the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) presented the 

16th edition of their Civil Society Organization (CSO) 

Sustainability Index
1
 focused on Central and Eastern Europe 

and Eurasia. Since 1997 this index has set out to measure or 

rather report on the overall sustainability of the CSO sectors 

in twenty-nine countries throughout the region. Towards this 

goal it has reported on both the advances and setbacks in the 

development of the CSO sectors in each of these countries in 

the form of narrative reports. The narratives are then used to 

determine a sustainability score which provides the means to 

track and compare these sectors over time. Scores are 

determined by an expert panel consisting of eight CSO experts/practitioners in each country which 

scores the sector on seven interrelated dimensions from which an overall sustainability score is 

acquired. The dimensions which are examined are: legal environment, organizational capacity, 

financial viability, advocacy, service provision, infrastructure, and public image. For easier 

comparison the index also separates the twenty-nine countries together under four tiers which are 

the Southern, Northern, Eurasian, and Central Asian Tiers. The Index has become an important 

reference for local CSOs, governments, donors, academics, and others interested in understanding 

and measuring the sustainability of their respective CSO 

sector.  

This year’s report found that during 2012 there were 

increases in the overall sustainability of some countries, 

indicating a shift away from the generally negative 

trend observed during 2011. Armenia, Belarus, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Kyrgyzstan, Lithuania, 

                                                           
1
 http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1863/2012CSOSI_0.pdf 

The Southern Tier includes countries 

from the Western Balkans, Bulgaria 

and Romania. Slovenia is part of the 

Northern Tier. Turkey is not included 

in the Index.  

Index Dimensions:  

� Legal Environment 

� Organizational Capacity 

� Financial Viability 

� Advocacy 

� Service provision 

� Infrastructure 

� Public Image 
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*Fig. 1 – CSO sustainability scores for the 

Balkans (from best to worst) 

Montenegro, Serbia, and Ukraine all showed signs of better CSO sustainability in 2012 while only 

Hungary and Tajikistan showed a decrease in sustainability. A further observation in the report was 

that although there were decreases in a number of dimension scores in Russia, Slovakia, Kyrgyzstan, 

and Macedonia it did not affect their overall sustainability scores which remained the same as the 

previous year.  

The Southern Tier 

As indicated above only three countries in the Southern Tier 

received upgrades on their overall sustainability scores during 2012. 

Due to successful CSO advocacy efforts during the year, such as the 

CSO advocacy which led to the adoption in 2012 of the Strategy for 

Support to CSO Development, as well as an increase in funding 

opportunities from foreign and corporate donors in an environment 

severely damaged by the ongoing global economic crisis Bulgaria 

received an increase in overall sustainability. Montenegro received 

a better outlook on their CSO sustainability largely due to 

improvements in their legal environment and infrastructure. The 

third country in the Southern tier to perform better this year, 

Serbia, also showed some notable improvements in their legal 

environment as well as infrastructure. Serbia also noticeably 

improved their CSO advocacy with the establishment of new national bodies involving CSOs. Two of 

which are the Council for Consumer Protection and a body focused on issues related to the safety of 

women.  

 

The other countries in the report which were grouped under the Southern Tier were Albania, Bosnia 

and Herzegovina (BiH), Croatia, Kosovo, Macedonia, and 

Romania. For the purpose of this review Slovenia will 

also be included in this group.
2
 Besides the above 

mentioned improvements in Bulgaria, Montenegro, and 

Serbia no other significant changes were noted relating 

to the overall sustainability of the CSO sectors in this 

group of countries. Although Macedonia did receive 

downgrades in a number of dimensions it did not affect 

its overall score. Another noteworthy point here is that although both Serbia and Montenegro saw 

improved scores this year they still remain the two countries in the Southern Tier with the least 

favorable outlook towards the sustainability of their CSO sectors. (See fig.1) 

Overall, CSO sustainability expectations for certain Southern Tier countries did improve this year 

which indicates some development yet it has not affected the overall average for the region which 

currently still stands at its 2007 score of 3.7. The stagnation of overall CSO sustainability since 2007 

shows the continued lack of significant CSO sector development in this region. 

                                                           
2
 Slovenia is one of the countries which are actively monitored and addressed through the work of BCSDN. 

Country Score 

Croatia 3,2 

Bulgaria 3,3 

Romania 3,5 

BiH 3,7 

Macedonia 3,7 

Slovenia 3,7 

Albania 3,9 

Kosovo 3,9 

Montenegro 4,0 

Serbia 4,2 

AVERAGE 3,7 

Dimensions and overall scores are rated 

between 1 and 7 with 1 being the best 

and 7 the worst. An upgrade or 

improvement in a country’s score 

would therefor translate into a 

decrease in their score and vice versa  
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Albania – 3.9 

“…financial viability still remains the largest obstacle to CSO sustainability in Albania.” 

Albania’s overall CSO sustainability outlook has been stuck at 3.9 since 2009 and continued to 

remain unmoved this year. Although there have been some positive developments with Albania’s 

civil society taking a greater stance regarding key policy issues, under the ACT NOW! campaign
3
, a 

lack of successful advocacy results still serves as discouragement to a large part of the sector. The 

government’s lack of legal reform regarding the civil society sector has also left room for harassment 

and intimidation of CSOs and maladministration due to ambiguous procedures and inconsistent 

rules regarding inspections and financial management. However, financial viability still remains the 

largest obstacle to CSO sustainability in Albania, which is not helped by the fact that there is still no 

form of a coordinated partnership between government, donors, and CSOs. The full financial 

viability picture of the CSO sector cannot be determined either as there are no electronic records of 

the number of registered CSOs in Albania which makes it very hard to determine the exact size of 

the sector. As there were no significant developments in either direction this year all of Albania’s 

dimension scores remained unchanged. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) – 3.7 

“Parliament blocked a number of important legislations that was supported by CSOs…” 

Political instability during 2012 contributed to a decline in some dimensions of BiH’s CSO 

sustainability. Both advocacy impact and the public image of CSOs received a slight downgrade in 

this year’s report. Parliament blocked a number of important legislations that was supported by 

CSOs contributing to the decline in advocacy while the decline of CSOs’ public image in BiH were 

largely attributed to a lack of understanding of the impact of CSOs by the general public. Scores of 

other dimensions remained unchanged, continuing the civil society development (CSDev) stagnation 

trend visible throughout the region. The declines in advocacy and public image also didn’t contribute 

significantly towards a decline in the overall sustainability score which remained at 3.7. So, although 

a decline in sustainability could be observed it was not reflected in BiH’s overall score. 

Bulgaria – 3.3 

“The upgrade in its score was largely attributed to a number of successful advocacy efforts 

by CSOs in Bulgaria” 

Bulgaria was one of three countries in the Southern Tier who saw a slight upgrade on their overall 

sustainability score which dropped from 3.4 in 2011 to 3.3 in 2012. Bulgaria is also the country with 

the second best outlook in this regional grouping. The upgrade in its score was largely attributed to a 

number of successful advocacy efforts by CSOs in Bulgaria, such as the inclusion of the Citizen 

Participation Forum in the preparation of the Bulgaria 2020 strategy or the Coalition for Nature 

which successfully initiated a large-scale campaign against the adoption of the Forests Act, as well as 

the adoption, after lobbying efforts, of the official Strategy for Support to CSDev in the last quarter 

                                                           
3
 Albanians Coming Together (ACT) Now! is a social network for the development of a democratic culture in 

Albania with a mission to change Albanians’ social mentality. 
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of 2012. An increase in corporate and individual philanthropy as well as the announcement of two 

new foreign grant programs for CSOs
4
 in 2012 further attributed to a more positive outlook for CSO 

sustainability in Bulgaria. Although an upgrade in Bulgaria’s score is good, when looked at in the long 

run the score also seems to reflect a stagnation of CSO development in the region, only seeing slight 

increases or decreases in some years. The country’s other dimensions also remained unchanged in 

2012.  

Croatia – 3.2  

“…smaller CSOs in more rural areas struggle with human and financial resources…” 

Croatia’s CSO sector has been perceived as the most sustainable in the Southern Tier since the 

beginning of the Index and it remains as such throughout 2012. CSOs in the major centers of the 

country have high levels of organizational capacity which cooperate and have strong relationships 

with other sectors and are active participants in the creation of laws and policies. Croatia’s CSO 

infrastructure is also at a high level and receives direct support from the government under its Office 

for Cooperation with NGOs. Croatian CSOs also readily have access to CSO experts and trainers in 

the city centers and the public are informed about their products. Although performing quite well, in 

the regional context, there have been no significant positive developments this year relating to 

Croatia’s CSO sustainability. The report partly attributes this to an ailing global economy which has 

resulted in high unemployment and a stagnating national economy. National and local budgets 

consequently had to cut their CSO budgets. The lack of development has further been prevented by 

high levels of corruption. Maladministration is also preventing a review on the Law of Associations 

from 2001 which on paper provides an easy and quick way for new CSOs to register but in practice 

makes this process open to further maladministration and can be a very restrictive and painful 

experience. Croatia was therefore downgraded this year on their legal environment. The country 

also received a downgrade on their organizational capacity because although CSOs in the city 

centers are well funded and known, smaller CSOs in more rural areas struggle with human and 

financial resources making it hard for them to even publish yearly financial and program reports and 

almost impossible to be meaningfully included in policy-making processes. Other dimensions 

remained unchanged this year and the two downgrades did not affect Croatia’s overall score which 

remains at last year’s 3.2. 

Kosovo – 3.9 

“Like other countries in the region CSOs in Kosovo are struggling more and more to secure 

funding from local and foreign sources” 

Due to a very complex and sensitive political environment in Kosovo in 2012 as a result of Kosovo’s 

government focusing on increasing the number of countries who recognize Kosovo and political 

discussions with Serbia there has been little room for CSOs to advance their own agendas. A small 

number of CSOs however, have involved themselves with the issue of Kosovo’s negotiations with 

Serbia and others have orientated themselves towards issues of EU integration. Forum 2015 has also 

been successful in partnering with government on foreign policy related issues. According to the 

                                                           
4
 The Swiss Cooperation Program and the Financial Mechanism of the European Economic Area 

(EEA)/Norwegian Financial Mechanism 
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Index, Kosovo therefore did not see any major positive advances during 2012. They did, however, 

receive downgrades on their legal environment and financial viability. The legal environment in 

Kosovo is also struggling with the laws governing CSOs. Some argue the law is too broad and 

ambiguous on terms such as donations and sponsorships, giving no clear differentiation between the 

two. There is also no legal acknowledgement for volunteerism. Kosovo also has similar issues with 

their registration procedures as in Croatia. Another concern regarding Kosovo’s legal environment in 

2012 was the lack of protection offered to people who exercise their freedom of speech. There was 

a specific concern about the destruction of the launch venue of a LGBT magazine with authorities 

reacting very slow when at all after the attack. Like other countries in the region CSOs in Kosovo are 

struggling more and more to secure funding from local and foreign sources. Where funding is 

available grants are usually catered for big organization in city centers which leaves more rural CSOs 

without lifelines. Other dimensions in 2012 remained unmoved and there was no effect on Kosovo’s 

overall sustainability which remains at 3.9. 

Macedonia – 3.7 

“…Macedonian CSOs are often excluded from policy making procedures, more so if they are 

critical of government.” 

In this year’s report Macedonia received the most downgrades in the region with their legal 

environment, advocacy, and public image dimensions all being downgraded. Macedonia’s overall 

sustainability remained unchanged though. The legal environment declined due to proposed policies 

which will give the government wider regulation over the daily activities of CSOs. An example of this 

is the Lustration Law which compels CSOs to sign declarations that they did not cooperate with the 

previous regime’s intelligence services. CSO directors may in the future also be compelled to declare 

their assets. With regards to advocacy Macedonian CSOs are often excluded from policy making 

procedures, more so if they are critical of government. CSOs are also often the targets of verbal 

abuse and have in instances been labeled as national traitors. The government also uses CSOs 

sponsored by them to counter-protest critical CSOs. Due to this negative rhetoric by government 

CSOs do not have a very good public image which is further damaged by media outlets, who largely 

receive their funding from government and who then further promote negative stereotypes of CSOs. 

Macedonian CSOs did however increase cooperation with the public sector in 2012 and more CSOs 

are benefitting from funds from the EU and other international donors, not enough to warrant an 

increase other dimensions though. Apart from the downgrades there was no change in Macedonia’s 

other dimensions and their overall sustainability outlook remained at 3.7. 

Montenegro – 4.0 

“…positive developments in infrastructure and legal environment earned Montenegro an 

upgrade…” 

Montenegro was one of three countries in the Southern Tier who received an upgrade on their 

overall sustainability scores in 2012. Montenegro saw improvements of their legal environment due 

to the 2011 NGO Law that was implemented during 2012. The new law saw the introduction of an 

online CSO registry which improved the overall picture of the size and nature of the CSO sector in 

Montenegro. The new law also eased the operation of smaller CSOs by bringing legal accountability 
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requirements in-line with the EU Convention on Human Rights and only requires CSOs with income 

above EUR 10,000 to publish financial reports online as well as removing the requirement that 

organizations should have websites. Montenegro also received a positive adjustment to their 

infrastructure dimension due to the establishment of a number of intermediate support and 

resource organizations which provide technical training and assistance as well as legal assistance. 

There was however a negative adjustment to Montenegro’s financial viability as local philanthropy 

remains very low and CSOs are depended on receiving fund from foreign donors through technical 

proposal writing. There is also very little support from government. It was also noted that the 

declaration made by Montenegro’s Prime Minister in 2011 which called for closer cooperation with 

CSOs proved in 2012 to be nothing more than political rhetoric. There are therefore still a lot of 

problems regarding CSO sustainability in Montenegro but the positive developments in 

infrastructure and legal environment earned Montenegro an upgrade from 4.1 to 4.0 in overall CSO 

sustainability.  

Romania – 3.5  

“A volatile political sector marked by protests, the fall of two governments, and the 

impeachment of its president made it difficult for CSOs to advocate or promote their 

agendas.” 

There were no major shifts in either direction this year in neither Romania’s overall CSO 

sustainability nor any of its sub-dimensions. However, CSOs faced many difficult situations 

throughout the year. A volatile political sector marked by protests, the fall of two governments, and 

the impeachment of its president made it difficult for CSOs to advocate or promote their agendas. 

There were some positive developments with the emergence of a number of creative solutions by 

CSOs to sustain themselves financially. Unfortunately, they were overshadowed by the scarcity of 

financial resources for CSOs in the country as well as its unstable regulatory framework and 

maladministration. Where funds are secured many CSOs struggle to be reimbursed for their 

expenses leading them to be closed or see their bank accounts frozen. Although the situation is still 

far from ideal Romania did not see any major developments and all of its dimensions remained 

unchanged leaving its overall CSO sustainability at 3.5. 

Serbia – 4.2 

“…a few years of stagnation from their neighbors coupled with their upward trend might see 

them move up significantly in future reports.” 

Although being the bottom performer in the Southern Tier Serbia made some significant 

improvements on their overall CSO sustainability this year receiving upgrades in four of its 

dimensions including legal environment, financial viability, advocacy, and infrastructure. Serbia’s 

legal environment, financial viability, and infrastructure was upgraded largely due to a significant 

amount of EU funding been made available for Serbian CSOs as well as the adoption of an act by the 

government which enables co-financing CSO projects. A number of new resource centers were also 

established throughout the country and 2012 also saw the inclusion of Serbia into the EU’s Europe 

for Citizens program. Serbia’s advocacy received a better outlook largely due to the positive 

involvement of CSOs during Parliamentary, Presidential, and Local elections in May, 2012. There was 
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also less verbal abuse by political parties aimed at CSOs during the process. Serbia is one of the few 

countries in the region for which a clear upward trend since 2007 can be identified. So, although 

they are at the bottom of the ladder at the moment a few years of stagnation from their neighbors 

coupled with their upward trend might see them move up significantly in future reports. 

Slovenia – 3.7  

“…government also showed a lack of interest towards inclusive policy-making practices and 

tightened their CSO budget.” 

Slovenia saw both positive and negative adjustments to a number of dimensions in 2012, yet their 

overall CSO sustainability score has remained unchanged. Slovenia saw a drop in their advocacy and 

financial viability dimensions in 2012 largely due to a number of decision taken by its new right-wing 

government. In line with its efforts to save money as a result of the economic crisis, the government 

decided to combine and reorganize ministries, abolish over 100 consultative bodies, pass a 

supplementary budget, and pass more than forty laws in thirty days. The government also showed a 

lack of interest towards inclusive policy-making practices and tightened their CSO budget. Slovenian 

CSOs did respond well to these developments though by forming coalitions, organizing campaigns, 

and gaining greater media visibility. A number of organizations also provided services during public 

sector strikes as a result of governments actions and some humanitarian organizations responded 

quickly by advocating for the increasing poor population in the above context. This response by CSOs 

in Slovenia has earned the sector upgrades in their public image and service delivery dimensions. 

Despite these changes overall CSO sustainability in Slovenia remains at last year’s 3.7. 

General Remarks and a Note on Methodology 

Similar to other reports which measure the development of civil society, the USAID CSO 

Sustainability Index explicitly defines CSOs to include both formal and informal groups. The extent to 

which specific country reports cover and track this varies from country to country and year to year. 

While one of the strengths of the Index’s reports are indeed the focus on CSOs and elements of their 

sustainability, thus making the Index a useful tool for advocacy policies affecting CSOs, methodology 

might consider further devotion to informal groups and citizens’ initiatives as further distinct 

characteristic of the Index reflecting the overall rise and influence of such civil society activities.  

The report produces its own data through its narrative reports and expert scoring panels and do not 

serve as another proxy Index. Some question can be asked however related to the scoring. Although 

scores are determined and voted for by a mix of eight to twelve experts per country the final 

authority regarding scores lies with USAID’s editorial committee which considers the recommended 

scores from country panels within a country’s scoring history and has the ability to adjust these 

scores accordingly. This prevents major shifts in countries’ annual scores. Although this is a normal 

method of scoring for this type of index one must wonder if this does not make countries prisoners 

of the initial threshold that was set for them. Another somewhat related problem that has been 

identified with the scoring is the fact that the Index only provides one decimal in their scores. When 

working with seven dimensions where a 0.1 change in one dimension reflect a notable change in 

that dimension one decimal in the overall score is too small to reflect sub-dimensional changes. For 

instance, in this year’s report Bulgaria received an upgrade in two dimensions and saw an upgrade of 

their overall score where Macedonia received downgrades in three dimensions but there was no 
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change in its overall score. With two decimals one would’ve seen a change of 0.04 in Macedonia’s 

overall score indicating some form of decline while similarly one would’ve seen a greater change in 

Serbia’s overall score, which received four upgrades, than in Bulgaria’s. Considering the above it 

seems that index scores seems to favor the status quo and, if so, readers will find more substance 

and insight within the index’s individual country reports than in its scores. 

Updated: 07/10/2013 

 


