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On the 9th of November, the European Commission presented its annual assessments of the progress 

made by the potential and candidate countries from the Western Balkans and Turkey in membership 

towards the EU. Apart from the Enlargement Strategy Paper 2010-2011, which outsets the Commission’s 

enlargement agenda for the period, it also comprises the Opinions on the membership applications by 

Montenegro and Albania and seven Progress Reports on potential and candidate countries. To date, civil 

society is considered an important part of the Enlargement strategy and is a regional benchmark, which 

the Commission continues to realize through support to civil society organizations (CSOs) in form of the 

Civil Society Facility (CSF).  

 

In the Enlargement Strategy 2010-2011, the Commission defines civil society activities “essential for a 

mature democracy, the respect for human rights and the rule of law”1. The Strategy also states that by 

contributing to a more open, participatory and dynamic democracy, “a lively and vibrant civil society is 

also conducive to tolerance and reconciliation”. But most importantly, the Strategy states that “the 

involvement of CSOs in the pre-accession process contributes to the quality and public support for 

accession-related reforms.” Furthermore, the paper states that...“A culture of acceptance and 

appreciation of CSO’s role needs to be put in place, in order to allow CSOs to engage in an effective 

policy dialogue.”2  For this reason it recommends that public consultation on policy initiatives and draft 

laws should become a general principle.  

 

In comparison to previous Enlargement Strategy papers it is clear that civil society is still not part of the 

Acquis Communitaire, i.e. the legislative body that needs to be harmonized before entering the EU. 

Nevertheless, civil society is strongly imbedded in the Political criteria to be fulfilled for a candidate 

country to become part of the EU. Similarly, the priorities set by the EU in the enlargement countries have 

changed over the years, but the attention by the Commission is on the process and its role in policy-

development and implementation, i.e. involvement of CSOs and other stakeholders in the policy-

development and decision-making process. If individual countries are compared, it is clear that after 
                                                 
1 Enlargement Strategy 2010-2011- COM(2010) 660, p. 13 
2 Enlargement Strategy 2010-2011- COM(2010) 660, p. 13. 



reforms start being implemented the expectations and recommendations from the Commission become 

more demanding and specific, both general ones and for the civil society area. While being part of the 

Acquis could make the civil society development and civil dialogue strengthening a negotiation chapter, 

being part of the Political criteria enables it to be potentially pushed to the top agenda by the Commission 

when it comes to fulfilling accession benchmarks. 

 

The Civil Society Facility (CSF) was created under the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance (IPA) to 

help support implementation of the policy goals set in the Strategy. More concretely, according to the 

Strategy, the CSF was established to help CSOs strengthen their capacities and professionalism, 

allowing them to engage in an effective dialogue with public and private actors and to monitor 

developments in areas such as the rule of law and respect for fundamental rights3. The Facility finances 

initiatives at local level, regional networking and short-term visits to the EU. In the 2010 – 2011 package, 

the Commission has reviewed the Facility to better reach out to local community-based organizations, 

taking into account feed-back from CSOs. Thus, the Commission will better target needs in each country 

and provide longer-term seed-funding to NGOs. Stronger, well-established organizations could become 

mentors and facilitators for smaller organizations.4 Here, it is clear that the support is actor-oriented, i.e. 

CSOs and less process-oriented. This is something that needs to be analyzed further by the Commission 

if it seeks to make its financial (IPA) support coherent with its enlargement policy priorities. 

 
PROGRESS IN THE INDIVIDUAL ENLARGEMENT COUNTRIES  
 

For Croatia, the Commission assesses that negotiations with the country are entering their final phase. 

Croatia is the only country that does not have specific benchmarks related to civil society development or 

civil society dialogue. 

 

The Commission believes that Macedonia is ready to start negotiations once the name issue is resolved. 

One of the important recommendations is to strengthen administrative capacity for the implementation 

and enforcement of legislation. The Commission says that further efforts are needed in areas related to 

the Political criteria. It has been concluded that the involvement of civil society in the policy development 

process remains limited.  

 

For Bosnia and Herzegovina, the conclusion is that the lack of a shared vision by political leaders on the 

direction of the country continues to block key reforms. Concerning civil society, further efforts are needed 

to enhance dialogue with civil society and to support its development.  

 

                                                 
3 Enlargement Strategy 2010-2011- COM(2010) 660, p. 15 
4 Enlargement Strategy 2010-2011- COM(2010) 660, p. 15 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2010/package/hr_rapport_2010_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2010/package/mk_rapport_2010_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2010/package/ba_rapport_2010_en.pdf


The Commission notes that in Serbia, additional efforts are required regarding public administration 

reform and the fight against organized crime and corruption. Regarding CSOs, they continue to be active 

in the social, economic and political life of Serbia and remain important in promoting democratic values. 

An Office for Cooperation with Civil Society was recently established that the Commission has valued 

important to mention in the report (although not yet officially opened).  

 

The Commission concludes that Montenegro is ready to become a candidate country. However, it needs 

to effectively implement and enforce legislation in all fields. Main concerns are related to the following 

areas: effectiveness of anti-discrimination policies, freedom of expression and government relations with 

civil society, as well as the situation of displaced persons from Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and 

Kosovo.  

 

The rule of law in Kosovo remains a serious concern; the Commission notes that the judiciary is not 

functioning effectively in Kosovo. Civil society is still weak and is not systematically consulted by the 

municipalities and the government within the legislative process.  

 

Albania has made good progress during the last 12 months, but further reforms are needed in a number 

of key areas, before the country can be ready to start accession negotiations. The effectiveness and 

stability of Albania’s democratic institutions, notably the Parliament, are not sufficiently achieved.  

 
(PRELIMINARY) CONCLUSIONS 
 
In the Enlargement Strategy 2007, the Commission made the development of civil society and civil 

dialogue in the Western Balkans one of the key reform priorities for accession of Western Balkans 

countries. In the Balkans, it was the first time that civil society development would become one of the key 

reform priorities of EU enlargement policy. The approach was evolutionary in terms of geography and 

scope. It was first addressed in June 2005 and targeting Turkey and Croatia through a Communication5 

by the Commission promoting strengthened civil society dialogue, which was then extended to the whole 

of the Western Balkans in January 2006.  According to the 2007 Strategy there were 4 main reasons for 

civil society development and civil society dialogue to be prioritized: strengthening support for reforms; 

strengthening democracy and functioning democratic institutions; anti-enlargement fatigue measure and 

ensuring public support for enlargement. The two benchmarks were set under regional priorities, but they 

are also increasingly reflected in individual countries’ benchmarks and assessments in the Progress 

Reports. Before 2007, only Serbia had a specific benchmark6. In 2007, benchmarks for Macedonia7 and 

Kosovo8 were introduced and in 2008 for Albania9.  

                                                 
5 COM (2005) 290, 29th June, 2005. 
6 Encourage the development of CSOs financially and otherwise, notably by adopting the law on associations, and legislation on the 
legal status of foreign NGOs. 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2010/package/sr_rapport_2010_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2010/package/mn_opinion_2010_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2010/package/ks_rapport_2010_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2010/package/al_opinion_2010_en.pdf


 

In comparison to the past reports, the Enlargement Strategy 2010-2011 does not defer significantly from 

the 2009 ones. Now that all the countries have improved the legal and financial environment in which 

CSOs acts, the Commission considers that developing the capacities of local actors - so that they can 

play an important role in the decision making process and be an equal partner in the civil dialogue 

process - is an essential part of CSOs in the enlargement process. The conclusions and 

recommendations go in the same direction: focus on civil society development and strengthening of the 

civil dialogue (although not mentioned as such). The only new emphasis is in the approach towards 

supporting the countries’ efforts under the IPA CSF instrument. Namely, the Commission will be seeking 

to support local community-based civil society efforts, among others with seed funding and mentorship by 

bigger CSOs.  

 

While the support of community-based initiatives is essential for the long-term and sustainable 

development of democratic institutions and processes, there is a parallel need to devote equal support to 

the development of functioning institutional mechanisms for policy dialogue. It is only through functioning 

and creation of such mechanisms that grass-root and community based initiative will be able to 

successfully channel their ideas and interests. Moreover, the translation of the benchmarks into funding 

priorities begs attention to the process rather than to actors-strengthening, i.e. focus should not be on 

strengthening of civil society actors as such, but as on actors in the policy-development and decision-

making process.  
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7 Implement effectively the measures adopted to ensure transparency in the administration, in particular in the decision-making 
process, and further promote active participation by civil society. 
8 Adopt legislation on associations and the legal status of NGOs, encourage the development of civil society organizations and 
regular dialogue with civil society on policy initiatives. 
9 Encourage the active participation of NGOs and other civil society organizations in the government decision-making process and 
the continued improvement of the quality of journalism. 


