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This is BCSDN’s 16th analysis of the European Commission’s annual 
reports on civil society development and dialogue with public 
institutions in the Western Balkans and Türkiye (WBT). Since 2013, this 
analysis has drawn on the BCSDN Monitoring Matrix on Enabling 
Environment for Civil Society Development - a framework developed 
by BCSDN members and partners that defines the principles and 
standards essential for an enabling environment. This methodology 
underpins BCSDN’s annual monitoring in the WBT and guides this 
policy brief in highlighting key issues overlooked in the EC reports. 
Recognized by the European Commission, the Monitoring Matrix has 
also inspired the Guidelines for EU Support to Civil Society in 
Enlargement Countries, 2014-2020. 

 



The 2025 Enlargement Package marks a distinct 
acceleration of the accession process, framing 

enlargement as a strategic and security imperative, 
while keeping progress strictly merit-based, anchored 
in reforms on rule of law, democratic governance, and 

alignment with EU values. The EU’s approach has 
evolved toward a dual readiness model: enlargement 
countries must deliver credible, irreversible reforms, 

while the EU prepares internally through pre-
enlargement policy reviews and reforms of key policy 

areas and the next multiannual financial framework 
(2028–2034). This shift signals that enlargement is no 

longer hypothetical but operational. The 2025 package 
also integrates the Reform and Growth Facility and 

Growth Plans more tightly into the conditionality 
structure, linking access to financial support with 
measurable rule-of-law and governance results. 

Yet, the package exposes a structural gap: there is still 
no explicit link between civic space conditions and 

the credibility of enlargement reforms. Governments 
can advance procedurally while restricting the civic 

actors needed to monitor those same reforms, 
weakening the substance of conditionality. This risks 

turning the accession process into a formal, 
government-led exercise rather than a participatory 

transformation aligned with EU values. 

Within this context, 2025 produced diverging 
trajectories: Albania and Montenegro accelerated, 

Serbia and Türkiye regressed, and North Macedonia, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo stagnated. The 

Commission’s renewed focus on internal EU readiness 
and stronger safeguards against backsliding indicates a 

more structured, rule-anchored path to a larger and 
stronger Union - but one that demands tangible 

democratic transformation, not only formal compliance, 
from the aspirants.  

For the Western Balkans and Türkiye, the reports show 
a familiar duality: procedural movement and political 

momentum coexist with deep structural stagnation. 
Civil society, media freedom, and democratic 

institutions remain the weakest across the region.  
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COUNTRY PROGRESS 

Montenegro remains the most 
advanced, with all chapters opened 
and several provisionally closed, 
though its goal of concluding 
negotiations by 2026 depends on 
deeper judicial and anti-corruption 
reforms.  

Albania maintains strong momentum, 
opening five clusters and advancing 
justice reform, but persistent issues in 
media freedom, high-level corruption, 
and political polarisation temper 
progress.  

Serbia’s path has stalled amid 
polarisation, civic unrest, selective 
CFSP alignment, and marked 
backsliding on freedoms and rule of 
law.  

North Macedonia’s reform pace 
slowed due to unresolved 
constitutional changes as per the 2022 
Council Conclusions, despite full CFSP 
alignment, while EU credibility 
continues to be strained by bilateral 
vetoes. 

Bosnia & Herzegovina made minimal 
progress after gaining negotiation 
status, as RS secessionism and 
unconstitutional laws overshadowed 
modest state-level steps and left the 
country unprepared for screening.  

Kosovo entered a year of political 
paralysis, slowing reforms and delaying 
access to Growth Plan funding, with 
only full CFSP alignment standing out 
against otherwise limited progress, 
including in the Dialogue. 

Türkiye remains at a standstill: 
democratic backsliding, judicial 
repression, and restrictions on 
fundamental freedoms persist, 
overshadowing cooperation on 
migration and regional security.  



 CIVIL SOCIETY OVERVIEW 
Civil society remains embedded under the 
Political criteria, but the depth of the 
assessments continues to fluctuate and 
rarely capture the structural conditions 
shaping civic space. The familiar reference to 
civil society as “a key component of any 
democratic system” disappears from this 
year’s package. Instead, in its Communication, 
the Commission stresses the need to 
“strengthen and safeguard” the enabling 
environment for investigative journalism and 
civil society - a shift in tone, but still without 
concrete benchmarks. 

The environment for civil society is described 
as “overall enabling” in Kosovo and North 
Macedonia, as “enabling” in Montenegro, in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina as “constrained,” and 
in Serbia and Türkiye as “increasingly difficult/
restrictive.”  

The 2025 reports also show that political 
acceleration does not automatically 
translate into meaningful inclusion. Albania 
illustrates this tension clearly: despite rapid 
progress on clusters, the civil society 
assessment is unusually limited and fails to 
reflect how CSOs were largely excluded from 
key EU-related reforms. This pattern recurs 
across the region: when reforms move fast but 
participation remains shallow, governments 
can demonstrate alignment without 
transparency and oversight that ensure 
reforms are credible. This pattern underscores 
a structural flaw in the Commission’s 
assessment logic. Civil society involvement is 
still treated as background context rather than 
an essential condition for the quality and 
sustainability of reforms. As long as 
participation remains peripheral in the 

reporting framework, governments face few 
incentives to maintain open dialogue while 
accelerating their accession agendas - 
weakening the link between democratic 
governance and enlargement progress. 

Across the region, the Commission notes 
recurring problems: restricted fundamental 
freedoms, superficial or inconsistent 
consultation practices, weak and opaque public 
funding, and limited state accountability for 
decisions affecting CSOs. Kosovo is presented 
as the most functional, with established 
consultation mechanisms and active CSO 
engagement, but still lacks reliable reporting 
on the use and impact of public funds. 
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Albania, and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina have formal 
consultation frameworks but participation 
remains symbolic, with transparent financing 
almost absent. Serbia and Türkiye show the 
sharpest deterioration, with escalating smear 
campaigns, political hostility, and 
administrative pressure eroding operational 
space. The overall picture remains clear: legal 
frameworks are largely in place, but 
inconsistent implementation and political 
interference continue to weaken civil society’s 
role across the region. 

The following presents the 
reports’ detailed assessment 
of the enabling environment 

for civil society development 
in the Western Balkans and 

Türkiye, as compared to 
BCSDN’s annual  

Monitoring Matrix analysis.  
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The 2025 Progress Reports confirm that legal 
frameworks on FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION 
across the Western Balkans and Türkiye generally 
align with international standards, but practical 
compliance remains inconsistent. BCSDN’s 
Monitoring Matrix shows a more constrained 
picture than the Commission’s narrative suggests, 
particularly regarding operational burdens, 
administrative discretion, and political 
interference. 

In Albania, the civil society assessment notes 
delays in operationalising the electronic register of 
non-profit organisations. Monitoring Matrix 
findings identify deeper structural issues: the 
coexistence of two laws governing registration, 
inconsistent administrative practice, and 
prolonged delays due to paper-based registration 
and re-registration processes. In Kosovo, the EC 
highlights the role of the Appeals Commission but 
omits that recent NGO legal amendments 
extended CSO registration timelines from 30 to 45 
days, making CSO registration slower than 
business registration. BCSDN’s monitoring also 
documents that CSO founders in Kosovo must be 
registered as beneficial owners, contrary to 
international standards. 

In Montenegro, the EC focuses on the pending 
adoption of a new Law on NGOs and gaps in 
consultations, but additional obstacles are left out: 
inconsistent administrative practice, longer 
registration times, and changing requirements for 
documentation. In North Macedonia, where the 
main law remains outdated, the EC calls for 
alignment with ECtHR case law and Venice 
Commission recommendations. MM data confirm 
this need, highlighting that online registration still 
excludes CSOs, unlike businesses.  

An analytical blind spot appears in the 
treatment of AML/CFT regimes, with the 
exception of Türkiye. Monitoring Matrix data show 

that restrictive AML/CFT practices are 
widespread: Kosovo remains the only country that 
treats CSOs as obliged entities with excessive 
reporting, several Western Balkan administrations 
classify CSOs as high-risk entities, and banking de
-risking continues to impede financial access in 
BiH, Serbia, and Albania. While some governments 
introduced risk-based approaches, 
implementation remains inconsistent and often 
punitive. Financial access becomes precarious, 
even when the law itself has not changed. This has 
the same restrictive effect as formal legislation: it 
disrupts operations and creates reputational 
suspicion around independent organisations. 

Türkiye reinforces this trend in a more overt and 
securitised form. AML/CFT tools are routinely 
applied through security-linked units, foreign-
funded organisations face recurrent intrusive 
inspections, and the framework functions less as a 
financial integrity system and more as a 
mechanism of political control.  Although the 

BASIC GUARANTEES TO  
FREEDOMS OF ASSOCIATION,  

ASSEMBLY & EXPRESSION  
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Constitutional Court annulled the minister’s 
suspension powers, the broader enforcement 
culture continues to treat independent 
organisations as security risks. Yet the EC frames 
these dynamics primarily as technical FATF-
alignment issues, missing their role as a de facto 
civic-space restriction. 

Because the EC’s analysis focuses primarily on 
legislation, it overlooks the operational reality in 
which governments weaponise administrative 
discretion to silence or exhaust independent 
CSOs. BCSDN has documented a sharp increase 
in procedural harassment used as a substitute 
for overt legal restrictions. Organisations critical 
of authorities face sudden inspections, retroactive 
audits, disproportionate fines for minor 
administrative issues, and “compliance checks” 
triggered shortly after public criticism. These 
forms of bureaucratic pressure have become 
central tools of civic-space restriction across  
the region.  

 

These patterns make clear that civic-space 
restrictions are not technical anomalies but 
structural political tools that directly shape the 
credibility of reforms. When governments use 
administrative discretion, procedural harassment, 
or compliance frameworks to constrain 
independent organisations, the formal legal 
environment becomes irrelevant.  

Without a mechanism for consistent and timely EU 
follow-up when civic actors come under pressure, 
the space for oversight shrinks long before it is 
visible in legislation or formal reporting. This gap 
weakens the protective function of conditionality 
and allows governments to pursue accession steps 
while undermining the actors essential for 
monitoring them. 

 

 

Regarding FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY, the EC 
assessments broadly mirror last year’s patterns: 
legal frameworks exist, but implementation gaps 
persist. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s assembly laws 
continue to diverge across cantons. Serbia shows 
the most severe restrictions, with 2024–2025 
marked by arrests, police searches, and 
intimidation of environmental activists and protest 
organisers. The EC highlights concerns around the 
December 2024 protests, but BCSDN monitoring 
identifies a broader pattern of administrative 
bans, excessive police presence, and selective 
enforcement. The situation was further 
aggravated by the proposed amendments to the 
Penal Code, which sought to introduce new 
criminal offences and harsher penalties applicable 
to protest-related activities. Although not adopted 
during the reporting period, the draft created a 
chilling effect by signalling the Serbian authorities’ 
intention to criminalise forms of civic mobilisation, 
protest and public dissent. 

In Türkiye, the Commission reports arbitrary bans, 
excessive use of force, and mass detentions during 
protests. Monitoring Matrix confirms chronic non-
compliance with ECtHR standards and a rise in 
restrictions during politically sensitive periods. 
North Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo, and 
Albania generally maintain legally compliant 
frameworks, but BCSDN data show increasing 
local-level restrictions, inconsistent police 
facilitation, and hostile environments toward 
LGBT+ events and environmental activism.  

A growing share of restrictions now originates at 
the local rather than national level, with municipal-
level bans on protests in Republika Srpska, Serbia, 
and Montenegro, targeted pressure on local 
environmental groups in North Macedonia, 
Albania, and BiH, and increasing hostility toward 
LGBTIQ events by municipal authorities in Serbia, 
Türkiye, and BiH. Local administrations also use 
licensing and venue-access rules to obstruct 
activists.  
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The Commission’s assessments on FREEDOM OF 
EXPRESSION reflect uneven progress, with 
several countries showing stagnation or 
deterioration. Albania, Montenegro, and North 
Macedonia are assessed as having some or 
moderate preparation. The EC notes limited 
progress in strengthening media independence, 
protection of journalists, and regulation of 
ownership transparency. MM findings reinforce 
this, documenting persistent intimidation, 
editorial interference, and slow institutional 
response to attacks. 

In BiH, criminal defamation in Republika Srpska 
continues to undermine media freedom, while the 
EC underreports the scale of SLAPPs and the 
chilling effect on journalists and activists. Positive 
legal reforms in North Macedonia on civil 
defamation are omitted from the EC report, 
despite their direct relevance to compliance with 
European standards. Serbia continues to exhibit 
the most severe deterioration outside Türkiye. The 
EC notes escalating attacks on journalists and civil 
society, pressures from officials, and deepening 
media capture. MM data highlight additional 
patterns: surveillance, political interference in 
regulatory bodies, lack of investigative follow-
up, and continued unresolved cases 
undermining trust in institutions. Türkiye 
remains the worst-performing country with 
intensifying pressure on dissenting voices, mass 
arrests, and the misuse of counter-terror 
legislation.  

SLAPPs receive limited but more consistent 
attention across the 2025 Progress Reports. The 
Commission identifies SLAPP-related concerns in 
almost all countries, noting the rise in cases, gaps 
in legal safeguards, or the need to align with the 
EU’s Anti-SLAPP Directive. Montenegro is the only 
country where SLAPPs are not mentioned, despite 
ongoing pressures on journalists and activists. 
BCSDN’s monitoring  indicates a broader regional 
pattern: Serbia, BiH, and North Macedonia 

remain among Europe’s most affected by 
SLAPPs; Albania has seen a sharp increase in 
cases; and Kosovo lacks systematic monitoring 
despite documented instances. The Federation 
of BiH’s post-report draft law enabling early 
dismissal of SLAPPs –yet to be adopted -
represents a rare positive development in an 
otherwise deteriorating regional landscape. 

The EC’s assessment of CIVIC SPACE captures 
individual incidents but misses the broader 
structural deterioration that now shapes the 
operating environment across the Western 
Balkans and Türkiye. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
the Commission notes the withdrawal of the 
Republika Srpska “foreign agents” law but does 
not address its wider implications, including the 
normalisation of foreign-agent narratives and 
the risk of renewed legislative attempts. Serbia 
and Türkiye remain the countries facing the 
sharpest deterioration, with the EC 
acknowledging escalation of smear campaigns, 
intimidation, and pressure targeting critical CSOs, 
including the use of spyware, targeting those 
working on human rights, gender equality, and 
minority rights.  Indeed, 2024–2025 saw the most 
intensive pressure to date, including coordinated 
official narratives, media vilification, and threats to 
operations and funding sustainability. 
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BCSDN’s monitoring shows that smear 
campaigns, foreign-agent rhetoric, and 
information manipulation now operate as 
coordinated regional strategies to 
systematically delegitimize oversight actors 
rather than isolated incidents. Orchestrated 
social-media attacks against watchdogs have 
intensified in Serbia, Albania, and Türkiye, while 
pro-government outlets in Republika Srpska, 
Serbia, and Montenegro systematically amplify 
“foreign agent” narratives to delegitimise 
independent CSOs. Rights-based organisations 
are increasingly framed as “anti-national” across 
North Macedonia, Serbia, and BiH, contributing to 
a hostile environment for oversight actors.  

Foreign-agent rhetoric and legislative initiatives 
continue to expand across the region. The 
Commission addresses this in the context of 
Republika Srpska and Türkiye, and acknowledges 
the proposal in Serbia, but stops there. It does not 
see the regional choreography: the cross-border 
borrowing of narratives around foreign influence, 
the shared illiberal vocabulary, the strategic use of 
national-security language to frame civil society as 
a threat. By isolating each instance instead of 
recognising the structural dimension, the EC 
misses the emerging governance model in which 
foreign-funding stigma becomes a proxy for 
delegitimising watchdog organisations.  

In addition, anti-gender narratives have become 
one of the most potent vectors of civic-space 
restriction across the region. BCSDN’s regional 
narrative analysis shows a marked escalation in 
state-aligned campaigns targeting feminist 
organisations, LGBTIQ groups, and gender-
equality advocates, often framing them as “foreign
-imposed agendas” or threats to “traditional 
values.” These narratives are amplified by political 
actors, religious institutions, and pro-government 
media, and are increasingly integrated into policy 
debates, from education and social policy to 
reproductive rights. In Serbia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (particularly RS), and North 

Macedonia, anti-gender rhetoric has been 
strategically deployed to mobilise public distrust 
toward rights-based CSOs, while in Albania, 
Kosovo, and Montenegro it is used to delegitimise 
equality initiatives and justify stalled reforms. The 
EC notes isolated instances of hate speech and 
pressure on gender-equality defenders that 
authorities fail to condemn and properly 
investigate (e.g. in Bosnia and Herzegovina) but 
does not capture the systematic, coordinated 
nature of anti-gender mobilisation or its 
instrumental role in shrinking civic space. 

BCSDN’s research shows that these pressures 
cumulatively produce a climate of withdrawal 
and self-censorship. Activists and grassroots 
organisations increasingly step back from public 
advocacy due to burnout, security concerns, or the 
complexity of compliance requirements. Local 
groups in particular lack the administrative 
capacity to navigate expanding regulatory 
burdens. The withdrawal of international donors, 
combined with the near-absence of sustainable 
domestic funding, exacerbates this trend. Taken 
together, these patterns reveal a deeper and more 
systemic civic-space deterioration than what is 
reflected in the current EC assessments. 

The persistence of these pressures also reveals a 
structural weakness in the broader protection 
environment: civic space violations often unfold 
faster than existing mechanisms for institutional 
response, and there is no unified or predictable 
channel through which civic actors can alert 
European institutions or trigger timely follow-up. 
This absence of a rapid response framework 
leaves civic actors exposed during moments of 
highest vulnerability and weakens the deterrent 
effect of EU conditionality. Without more 
consistent and proactive engagement, restrictive 
practices can consolidate long before they are 
captured in formal reporting or legislative 
assessment. 
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The 2025 Progress Reports acknowledge that 
CSO financial sustainability remains a systemic 
weakness across the Western Balkans and 
Türkiye, but the analysis remains fragmented 
and largely descriptive. The focus is still on 
individual tax rules or funding schemes, rather 
than on whether the overall mix of public funding, 
philanthropy, and donor support can sustain 
independent, watchdog civil society. BCSDN’s 
civic space and donor-landscape research point 
to a deeper structural problem: funding 
frameworks are designed around short-term, 
project-based foreign support, while core, flexible 
and domestic funding remains the exception. 

On taxation, the Commission notes a series of 
obstacles that closely mirror BCSDN’s findings. In 
Albania, the EC again flags difficulties with the 
VAT procedures for CSOs operating EU grants. 
BCSDN’s monitoring shows that the 0% VAT 
regime, while intended as a relief measure, was 
rendered impractical due to its unclear provisions, 
hindering the operations of CSOs. In Kosovo, the 
Commission notes that the legislation needs to be 
amended to enable tax-deductible donations 
from businesses and individuals to civil society, 
while in Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
the EC recognises fragmented and inconsistent  

tax practices. BCSDN data confirm that unclear 
or restrictive interpretations by tax authorities 
create uncertainty, expose CSOs to (retroactive) 
liabilities, and discourage smaller groups from 
formalising. 

Philanthropic incentives remain underdeveloped 
and uneven. The EC reports note that tax relief for 
individual giving is limited or poorly used in most 
of the region, with some progress on corporate 
donations but very little to stimulate small, 
recurring contributions from citizens. BCSDN’s 
monitoring confirms that in Serbia and Albania 
incentives for individual donations are missing, 
while those for corporate contributions are 
minimal or practically irrelevant, while in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and North Macedonia 
inconsistent and poorly publicised rules 
discourage broader philanthropic culture. 
Legislative work in North Macedonia on donations 
and sponsorships offers potential improvements, 
but implementation capacity and administrative 
practice remain open questions. In Türkiye, the 
EC acknowledges that strict oversight and heavy 
bureaucratic requirements continue to hinder the 
growth of independent foundations and 
associations, reinforcing dependency on a narrow 
set of donors. 

Public funding is identified as a key challenge, but 
the analysis stops at transparency and volume 
rather than examining capture and politicisation. 
The EC reports insufficient public funding in 
Albania, and weak transparency in BiH, Serbia, 
North Macedonia and Montenegro.  

SUB-AREA 2.1: TAX/FISCAL TREATMENT FOR 
CSOS AND THEIR DONORS 

CSOs and donors 
enjoy favorable 
tax treatment 

Tax benefits are available on 
various income sources of CSOs. 

Incentives are provided for 
individual and corporate giving. 

 

FRAMEWORK FOR CSO  
FINANCIAL VIABILITY AND  

SUSTAINABILITY 
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BCSDN’s Monitoring Matrix goes further: it 
shows that public funding is frequently used as 
a political instrument, with GONGO-like 
organisations and loyalist groups favoured over 
independent watchdogs; evaluation 
commissions are often politicised or only 
nominally independent; and local-level 
allocations are prone to clientelism, especially in 
Serbia, BiH and Montenegro. Kosovo, which the 
EC recognises for improved transparency of 
some funding schemes, still struggles with 
unequal access, late disbursement, and limited 
multi-annual envelopes, which disincentivise 
long-term planning. 

Across the region, BCSDN’s donor-landscape 
research highlights a growing mismatch 
between rhetoric on “domestic ownership” and 
the reality that independent civil society 
remains overwhelmingly dependent on 
external donors. With the contraction or 
withdrawal of some traditional donors (notably 
USAID and several bilateral agencies), gaps are 
opening that national governments are not filling 
with fair and accessible funding. EU instruments 
(namely IPA III, the CSF, the Reform and Growth 
Facility) are becoming the dominant source of 
structured funding, but are still largely 
channelled through competitive project calls 
with limited core-support windows.  

The Commission’s reports acknowledge funding 
shortages and transparency issues, yet do not 
confront the core risk: without deliberate 
investment in predictable, independent funding 
(both domestic and EU), the financial model of 
watchdog, advocacy and rights-based CSOs in 
the Western Balkans and Türkiye will remain 
fragile and easily weaponised through tax, 
audit, and regulatory pressure. 

Beyond taxation and funding, the EC reports 
briefly touch on volunteering and civic 
engagement, but do not assess how these 
systems affect CSO sustainability. Volunteering 
frameworks remain uneven and often discourage  

 
participation. In Montenegro, the EC explicitly 
notes that the Law on Volunteer Work remains 
unconducive, as it treats volunteering more as a 
form of labour than a civic activity, limiting CSO 
ability to mobilise volunteers efficiently. In BiH, 
the Commission highlights the absence of a state
-level volunteering framework, with entity-based 
rules creating fragmentation and unequal 
conditions for CSOs.  

Employment in the sector remains precarious, as 
CSOs rely heavily on short-term donor-funded 
contracts - an issue not addressed in the EC 
reports, but consistently noted in BCSDN 
monitoring as a key factor undermining the long
-term sustainability and professionalisation of 
civil society. 

SUB-AREA 2.2.: STATE SUPPORT 

State support to 
CSOs is provided in 
a transparent way 

and spent in an 
accountable 

manner 

Public funding is available for 
institutional development of CSOs, 
project support and co-financing. 

Public funding is distributed in a 
prescribed and transparent manner. 

There is a clear system of 
accountability, monitoring and 
evaluation of public funding. 

Non-financial support is available 
from the state. 
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SUB-AREA 2.3:  HUMAN RESOURCES 

State policies and 
the legal 

environment 
stimulate and 

facilitate 
employment, 

volunteering, and 
civic engagement 

CSOs are treated in an equal manner 
to other employers. 

There are enabling volunteering 
policies and laws. 

The educational system promotes 
civic engagement. 



The EC acknowledges the importance of 
structured cooperation with civil society but 
reports continue to offer limited insight into the 
actual functionality, credibility, and political 
relevance of CSO–state relations across the 
Western Balkans and Türkiye. The Commission 
refers to strategies and cooperation bodies in 
general terms, but rarely assesses whether these 
mechanisms enable meaningful influence or 
simply formal participation. BCSDN’s monitoring 
shows that most existing frameworks function 
well on paper but lack political ownership, 
resources, and implementation capacity. 

The EC highlights the existence of civil society 
strategies across most Western Balkan countries, 
but the 2025 reports show limited progress in 
implementation. Strategies often remain dormant 
due to weak political ownership, scarce resources, 
and limited monitoring. Albania and Kosovo are in 
the process of preparing new strategies, 
Montenegro and North Macedonia have 
strategies with unclear implementation impact, 
and Serbia continues to apply its strategy despite 
deteriorating cooperation. Bosnia and 
Herzegovina stands out with the adoption of its 
first state-level 2025–2029 civil society strategy, 
but fragmentation across governance levels 
threatens consistency. BCSDN monitoring shows 
that governments frequently treat strategies as 
formal commitments to donors or the EU rather 
than actionable roadmaps, resulting in limited 
institutionalisation of CSO roles. 

Reports recognise councils and cooperation 
platforms throughout the region but avoid 
evaluating their credibility, independence, or 
relevance. North Macedonia and Montenegro are 
praised for their reactivation after years of 
inaction, but their effectiveness remains 
untested. Where councils exist, they often lack 
influence. Kosovo’s advisory mechanisms are 
underused, Albania’s structures remain weak and 
poorly operationalised, and Serbia faces a 

breakdown of trust: CSOs froze participation in 
national cooperation bodies due to the 
government’s failure to react to attacks on human 
rights defenders. The EC reports these 
developments but does not analyse what they 
signal: formal cooperation structures exist, but 
political cooperation is deteriorating. BCSDN’s 
monitoring shows a clear regional pattern in 
which councils are largely symbolic—rarely 
convened, often politicised, and lacking 
meaningful follow-up mechanisms.  

The accelerating pace of reforms in several 
countries also exposes a recurring pattern: 
progress on EU obligations does not automatically 
come with meaningful civil society involvement.  

Sub-area 3.1.:  Framework and practices for cooperation 

There is a strategic 
approach to 

furthering state-CSO 
cooperation and CSO 

development 

The State recognizes, through policies and 
strategies, the importance of the 
development of and cooperation with the 
sector. 

The State recognizes, through the operation 
of its institutions, the importance of the 
development of and cooperation with the 
sector. 

Sub-area 3.2: Involvement in policy- and decision-making  

CSOs are effectively 
included in the policy 
and decision-making 

process 

There are standards enabling CSO 
involvement in decision-making, which allow 
for CSO input in a timely manner. 

All draft policies and laws are easily 
accessible to the public in a timely manner 

CSO representatives are equal partners in 
discussions in cross-sector  bodies and are 
selected through clearly defined criteria and 
processes 

Sub-area 3.3: Collaboration in service provision 

The environment is 
supportive for CSO 

involvement in service 
provision 

CSOs provide different services and 
compete for state contracts on an equal 
basis to other providers, through clear and 
transparent procedures. 

The state is providing predictable and 
longterm funding for services provided by 
CSOs, and effectively monitors both the 
spending and the quality of service provision. 

 
STATE - 

CSOS RELATIONS   



Albania illustrates this gap clearly—while moving 
rapidly through accession clusters, CSOs were 
not substantively included in several reform 
processes. Similar tendencies appear across the 
region, where consultation frameworks exist 
but remain largely procedural, producing low-
quality participation and limited influence over 
outcomes. When governments demonstrate 
formal compliance while bypassing independent 
oversight, the credibility of reforms is weakened, 
and the link between democratic governance 
and accession progress becomes increasingly 
fragile. 

The assessment reiterates that consultation 
frameworks exist across all the countries but 
remain inadequately applied. Common issues 
include insufficient notice periods, limited 
feedback loops, and inconsistent enforcement of 
regulatory standards. Kosovo repeatedly fails to 
meet mandatory consultation procedures; 
Montenegro often bypasses consultations for 
key reforms, including the Reform Agenda; and 
Serbia’s consultation rates remain low, with only 
58% of laws undergoing public consultation and 
fewer than 30% of mandatory reports published. 
The EC tends to treat these shortcomings as 
technical compliance issues rather than 
indicators of political reluctance to share 
influence with civil society. In fact, consultations 
are often used as procedural façades, where 
CSO feedback is rarely incorporated, and 
“aligned” organisations are selectively included 
to legitimise pre-decided policies. 

Regarding the CSO Involvement in EU 
Integration Processes, the EC highlights 
improvements in Albania (EU–Albania Joint 
Consultative Committee), Kosovo (active 
participation in EU-related reforms), and 
Montenegro (formal roles in EU processes), but 
does not discuss the quality or influence of such 
participation. In practice, BCSDN monitoring 
shows that CSOs have limited impact on 
accession-related policymaking, with 

governments controlling agendas and restricting 
civil society access to sensitive reform areas. 
North Macedonia’s attempts to create 
structured CSO involvement in accession 
roadmaps receive no EC attention, while Serbia’s 
CSO withdrawal from working groups directly 
undermines inclusiveness in the EU integration 
process. The EC’s narrative remains procedural, 
overlooking how weakened CSO-state 
relations directly affect the credibility of 
enlargement reforms. 

Legal guarantees for access to information exist 
in all countries, yet implementation remains 
inconsistent and often obstructive. The EC notes 
chronic delays and refusals in Albania, Kosovo, 
and BiH; weak proactive disclosure in North 
Macedonia and Serbia; stalled reforms in 
Montenegro; and broad restrictions in Türkiye 
justified through national security. On the other 
hand, civil society reports highlight that access 
to information is frequently used as a 
gatekeeping tool by governments, constraining 
CSO oversight and investigative journalism.  

Once again, the EC reports largely ignore CSO–
state cooperation in service provision, despite 
this being a critical function for civil society 
across the region. Legislation generally permits 
CSOs to deliver social services, but funding is 
insufficient, unpredictable, and often allocated 
through opaque or non-competitive processes. 
Licensing and administrative requirements 
create barriers for smaller organisations. 
Governments rely on CSOs to fill service gaps 
while failing to provide sustainable financing or 
equal treatment with private entities. The 
absence of service-provision analysis in EC 
reports remains a major blind spot.  
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

The 2025 Enlargement Package presents 
itself as a technical assessment of reforms, 
yet its treatment of civic space remains 
narrow, episodic, and disconnected from 
the political strategies shaping the 
environment in which civil society operates. 
The reports catalogue instances of 
pressure, such as foreign-agent laws or 
initiatives, restrictive draft laws, smear 
campaigns, attacks on CSOs and activists, 
but they do not map how these incidents 
form a deliberate architecture of control. 
The analysis stays country-by-country, 
focused on legal frameworks rather than 
enforcement, leaving the gap between 
formal alignment and actual practice 
unaddressed. This gap enables 
governments to maintain compliance on 
paper while restricting civic actors 
through administrative pressure, financial 
controls, local-level interference, narrative 
attacks, and selective implementation.  

BCSDN’s monitoring reveals a deeper 
reality: civic-space restrictions are 
increasingly sophisticated, decentralised, 
and embedded in day-to-day governance. 
Councils exist but lack influence; 
consultations occur but rarely shape 
outcomes; CSO strategies are adopted but 
seldom implemented; AML/CFT, taxation, 
and public funding systems are used to 
control or penalise critical organisations; 
and local authorities increasingly act as 
frontline restrictors. The gap between 
formal commitments and actual practice 
continues to widen, weakening democratic 

dialogue and diminishing civil society’s role 
in the accession process.  

The 2025 Package also demonstrates that 
rapid progress on EU obligations does not 
necessarily translate into meaningful 
inclusion. Albania’s accelerated movement 
through clusters, accompanied by a notably 
limited assessment of civil society, 
illustrates how governments can advance 
procedurally while participation remains 
shallow. This pattern is regional and 
weakens the democratic substance of 
reforms even when alignment with the 
acquis increases. 

Structured instruments such as the Growth 
Plan and the Reform and Growth Facility 
reinforce this inconsistency: they set reform 
benchmarks but do not treat civic 
freedoms or participation as core 
conditions. Governments can therefore 
access financial benefits while restricting 
scrutiny. The EU has ample data from the 
Guidelines, Delegations, the Monitoring 
Matrix, Rule of Law reports and the new Civil 
Society Strategy, but lacks an enforcement 
mechanism. Without clear thresholds on 
participation, protection and operational 
freedoms, formal compliance continues 
while democratic safeguards deteriorate. 

To restore credibility to the enlargement 
process and address these systemic 
deficits, the EU should prioritise the 
following measures: 
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Making civic space an 
accession benchmark 

Integrate clear civic space 
indicators (e.g. SLAPPs, 
AML/CFT misuse, foreign-
agent rhetoric, anti-gender 
mobilization) into the 
fundamentals cluster and 
pre-enlargement policy 
reviews, ensuring structural 
monitoring rather than 
incident listing. The EU Civil 
Society Strategy should 
build on the existing EU 
Guidelines for Support to 
Civil Society in Enlargement 
Countries, transforming 
them from a guidance tool 
into a set of enforceable  
benchmarks applicable 
across all enlargement 
countries. These should 
include national civic space 
dialogues, mandatory CSO 
involvement in EU-funded 
reform processes, and 
systematic monitoring of 
operational practices - not 
just legislation. Clear, 
enforceable thresholds 
should be established as 
minimum conditions for any 
progress on accession steps 
or gradual integration 
benefits. 

Linking EU financial 
instruments to civic-
space conditions 

Make access to the Growth 
Plan, Reform and Growth 
Facility, and future MFF 
(2028–2034) funding 
contingent on demonstrable 
improvements in civic 
freedoms, consultation 
quality, and safe operating 
conditions for CSOs; and 
apply reversibility where 
backsliding occurs. The EU 
should also systematically 
and publicly respond to civic
-space violations to ensure 
political costs for backsliding 
and maintain coherence with 
EU values. When 
governments fail to meet 
rule-of-law or governance 
conditions under the Growth 
Plan, a small share of 
withheld funds (for example, 
1%) should be redirected to 
support independent civil 
society and watchdogs, 
ensuring that unused 
resources continue to 
advance EU objectives 
through citizen oversight 
and accountability. 

 

Institutionalising 
meaningful CSO 
participation 

Require evidence of 
inclusive, pluralistic, and 
traceable CSO involvement 
in: screening and cluster 
roadmaps; Reform and 
Growth Facility milestones; 
Growth Plan 
implementation; national 
plans on the acquis; and civil 
society strategies. 
Participation should come 
with documented feedback 
loops, not just invitations. 
Civil society should be 
treated not merely as a 
stakeholder but as an 
independent accountability 
actor essential for 
monitoring reforms, 
safeguarding EU values, and 
ensuring the credibility of 
enlargement. 
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