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INTRODUCTION 
 

The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) is pleased to present the twenty-third edition of 

the CSO Sustainability Index (CSOSI) for Central and Eastern Europe and Eurasia, covering developments in 2019. 

This year’s Index reports on the state of CSO sectors in twenty-four countries in the region, from the Baltics in 

the north to the Caucasus in the south, and the Visegrad countries in the west to Russia, which stretches east to 

the Pacific Ocean. It addresses both advances and setbacks in seven key components or “dimensions” of the 

sustainability of the civil society sector: legal environment, organizational capacity, financial viability, advocacy, 

service provision, sectoral infrastructure, and public image. The Index is intended to be a useful source of 

information for local CSOs, governments, donors, academics, and others who want to better understand and 

monitor key aspects of sustainability in the CSO sector.  

The Index’s methodology relies on CSO practitioners and researchers, who in each country form an expert panel 

to assess and rate these dimensions of CSO sustainability during the year. The panel agrees on a score for each 

dimension, which ranges from 1 (the most enhanced level of sustainability) to 7 (the most impeded). The 

dimension scores are then averaged to produce an overall sustainability score for the CSO sector of a given 

country. A DC-based Editorial Committee composed of technical and regional experts reviews each panel’s scores 

and the corresponding narrative reports, with the aim of maintaining consistent approaches and standards in order 

to facilitate cross-country comparisons. Further details about the methodology used to produce narrative reports 

and determine scores, including the process of recalibrating scores, which is noted with dotted lines in the graphs 

in the respective country reports, are provided in Annex A. 

The CSO Sustainability Index for Central and Eastern Europe and Eurasia complements similar publications covering 

other regions. The various regional editions of the 2019 CSO Sustainability Index assess the civil society sectors in 

seventy-five countries, including thirty-two in Sub-Saharan Africa; eight in the Middle East and North Africa; ten in 

Asia; and Mexico.  

A publication of this type would not be possible without the contributions of many individuals and organizations. 

We are especially grateful to our local implementing partners, who play the critical role of facilitating the expert 

panel meetings and writing the country reports. We would also like to thank the many CSO representatives and 

experts, USAID partners, and international donors who participate in the expert panels in each country. Their 

knowledge, perceptions, ideas, observations, and contributions are the foundation upon which this Index is based. 

In addition, special thanks goes to Eka Imerlishvili from FHI 360, the project manager, Jennifer Stuart from ICNL, 

the report's editor, and Asta Zinbo, USAID’s Agreement Officer Representative (AOR) for the CSO Sustainability 

Index.  A full list of acknowledgements follows. 

 

Happy reading, 

 

 

Michael Kott 

Civil Society and Peace Building Department, FHI 360  

August 30, 2020 
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ALBANIA 
 

OVERALL CSO SUSTAINABILITY: 3.7

 
Albania experienced several important political and socio-economic developments in 2019. After months of violent 

anti-government protests and extreme political polarization, the opposition boycotted local elections in June, 

resulting in the majority party, the Socialist Party, running unopposed in many areas of the country. Voter turnout 

was low (22.96 percent), since Albanian voters were faced with the lack of “meaningful choice between political 

options,” according to the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). The deep divisions 

between the main political parties continued throughout 2019.  

Despite considerable efforts over the last few years to meet membership criteria for the European Union (EU), 

the European Council failed for the second time to open accession talks with Albania in 2019. The postponement 

caused widespread public disappointment. 

Freedom of expression deteriorated in 2019. Prime Minister Edi Rama and other politicians repeatedly used hostile 

or denigrating rhetoric about the media, and two television talk shows were shut down because of government 

pressure. Journalists were threatened and injured during anti-government demonstrations. In December, the 

parliament approved controversial amendments to the Laws on Audio-Visual Media and Electronic 

Communications, together known as the Anti-Defamation Package. The laws sought to allow the government’s 

Audio-Visual Media Authority to regulate content published by online media, thereby threatening to curtail 

freedom of speech, transparency, inclusive consultation, and respect for the constitution and the European 

Convention on Human Rights. The European Federation of Journalists, Reporters Without Borders, Council of 

Europe, EU, OSCE, and other international groups and journalists, as well as Albanian CSOs, repeatedly urged the 

president not to enact the new laws because of concerns that the package would deteriorate press freedoms in 

Albania. In the middle of January 2020, the president vetoed the laws, stating that they “could place Albania on the 

brink of authoritarianism and endanger its [EU] integration and the very existence of democracy in the country.” 

Nevertheless, on February 3, 2020, the government published one of the two amended laws in the Official Gazette 

and it went into force on February 18. 

An earthquake hit Albania on November 26, 2019, killing about fifty people, injuring 1,000, and destroying the 

*Capital: Tirana 

Population: 3,074,579 

GDP per capita (PPP): $12,500 

Human Development Index: High (0.791) 

Freedom in the World: Partly Free (67/100) 

*Capital, population, and GDP for all country reports are drawn from the Central Intelligence Agency, The World 

Factbook, available online at https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-worldfactbook/. Human Development 

Index data available at http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/HDI. Freedom in the World data available at 

https://freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-worldfactbook/
http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/HDI
https://freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world
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homes of up to 17,000 people. The World Bank estimated the total economic damage at $820 million. CSOs and 

other activists provided immediate assistance to affected communities. Individuals and organizations, both domestic 

and international, as well as the Albanian diaspora, contributed to the recovery of affected communities by 

donating through the state portal e-Albania and other crowdfunding platforms. 

The overall sustainability of the Albanian civil society sector did not change in 2019, although improvements were 

noted in several dimensions. CSOs demonstrated stronger organizational capacity as they benefited from donor 

support programs. The launch of the National Resource Center for Civil Society in Albania (NRCS) boosted the 

sectoral infrastructure. Albanian CSOs took part in the immediate response to communities affected by the 

earthquake, improving their service provision. CSOs continued to exhibit strong advocacy as they actively engaged 

in important initiatives and demonstrated persistence in the pursuit of their missions. Financial viability continues 

to be the weakest dimension of sustainability.  

According to the Tirana First Court of Instance, 11,739 CSOs were registered as of the end of 2019. This number 

included 313 newly registered organizations (193 associations, 79 centers, and 41 foundations). The number of 

organizations registered with the tax authorities, which provides a better estimate of the number of active CSOs, 

was 4,767 CSOs at the end of 2019, including 238 organizations newly registered in 2019. During the year, six 

CSOs submitted requests to the tax authorities to deregister,  and 192 CSOs changed their status from active to 

passive.  

CSOs are concentrated in Tirana and the main regional centers and are relatively scarce in small and medium-sized 

municipalities and rural and remote areas. According to a 2019 report by Partners Albania for Change and 

Development (PA) entitled “Capacity and Needs Assessment for CSOs in Albania,” 61 percent of organizations 

operate at the national level and 42 percent work at the local level.  

LEGAL ENVIRONMENT: 3.7 

The legal environment for CSOs in Albania did not 

change in 2019. While legislation clearly addresses CSOs’ 

registration and operations, the processes for CSOs to 

register, amend their statutes, and de-register are 

centralized, bureaucratic, long, and costly, especially for 

CSOs outside of Tirana. The law provides clear limits on 

government oversight of CSOs, and CSOs have the right 

to appeal administrative decisions. No cases of abuse or 

state harassment were reported in 2019. 

The government approved its revised Road Map for the 

Government Policy towards a More Enabling 

Environment for Civil Society Development (2019-23) in 

July 2019.  With support from the Delegation of the EU 

in Albania, the Road Map was prepared through an open 

and participatory process involving CSOs and other key 

stakeholders. The plan includes forty-two actions for the government to undertake, such as improving the Law on 

Volunteering and introducing state funding schemes for volunteer programs run by CSOs. Given the poor 

implementation of the 2015 Road Map, which finished with nearly 80 percent of planned actions reported as 

unimplemented, CSOs have low expectations for the realization of the revised Road Map.  

Law No. 25/2018 on Accounting and Financial Statements entered into force on January 1, 2019. The law requires 

additional reporting by non-for-profit entities. CSOs were not involved in the drafting of the law and feel that it 

poses a high risk for state intervention in their operations. In May, CSOs submitted an open letter to the relevant 

institutions requesting a meeting to discuss their concerns but received no reply.  

Law No. 45/2016 on Volunteerism and Law No. 65/2016 on Social Enterprises were finally operationalized in 2019. 

Bylaws for the Law on Volunteerism were adopted in 2019 to regulate the relationship between volunteers and 

CSOs, including the requirements for contracts and a code of ethics for volunteer work. However, the law needs 

further development, for instance to enable CSOs to rely on volunteers to operate when they lack funding. The 
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Law on Social Enterprise remains problematic in that CSOs awarded the status of social enterprise have limited 

ability to generate income from their economic activity because of constraints imposed by the 2001 Law No. 8788 

on Nonprofit Organizations, which still needs amendment.   

The government’s fiscal treatment of CSOs was largely unchanged in 2019. CSOs are treated similarly to other 

taxable bodies, which constrains the sector’s development and sustainability. During the year, CSOs continued to 

express concern about their undifferentiated fiscal treatment and the challenging reimbursement process for value-

added tax (VAT). In a positive step, a new VAT reimbursement procedure entered into force in December 2019, 

which is expected to ease CSOs’ VAT reimbursement process. Individuals and corporations continue to lack tax 

incentives to donate to CSOs. CSOs are subject to operational audit inspections and anti-money laundering and 

financing of terrorism inspections by tax authorities. 

A CSO may engage in economic activities to generate income, provided revenues do not account for more than 

20 percent of its overall annual budget. In December 2019, a new draft law on public procurement was offered for 

public consultation. Under this draft law, social and other services are subject to a simplified procurement process, 

which is expected to have a positive impact on service-providing CSOs. 

Few legal resources are available to CSOs, especially those based outside of Tirana. Some CSOs offer legal advice 

and expertise, and CSOs have improved access to pro bono legal assistance through the network of law clinics 

supported by the Open Society Foundation for Albania (OSFA). In 2019, five legal clinics and law centers offered 

free legal aid in Tirana, Durres, Shkoder, and Vlora. In 2019, the Center for Rights at Work launched the Labor 

Academy, which provides legal aid to Albanian labor unions.  

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY: 3.6 

CSOs’ organizational capacity improved slightly in 2019 

as a result of donor programs focused on capacity 

building over the past few years. For example, under the 

EUR 5.4 million IPA Civil Society Facility and Media 

Program 2016-2017, the EU supported CSO capacity 

building including constituency building. With support 

from this program, in 2019, the Albanian Network for 

Rural Development (ANRD) organized twenty-six 

gatherings with its constituents at the local, regional, and 

national levels. The Swedish International Development 

Cooperation Agency (Sida) has provided institutional 

support to seventy-four CSOs, mainly environmental 

organizations. The USAID-funded project Accelerated 

Civic Development and Cooperation (2017-2020), 

implemented by the Albanian National Training and 

Technical Assistance Resource Center (ANTTARC), 

supports the organizational capacities of CSOs working in the democracy and governance sector. Since 2017, 

ANTTARC has provided sixty organizations with tailor-made support focused on organizational capacity, including 

training and technical assistance addressing issues such as organizational development, financial management, 

strategic planning, program design and management, and networking and fundraising.  

During 2019, other donors and international organizations, including the National Democratic Institute, Roma 

Initiative Office in Berlin, and We Effect, supported strategic planning by CSOs. As a result, an increasing number 

of CSOs now have strategic plans based on their visions and constituencies’ needs rather than donor priorities. 

According to the PA “Capacity and Needs Assessment for CSOs in Albania,” 58 percent of interviewed CSOs 

have strategic plans. In 93 percent of cases, strategic plans were based on the organization’s mission and statute, 

while in 73 percent of cases, strategic plans reflected constituencies’ needs. 

CSOs at the local level have stronger connections to their communities and constituencies than national 

organizations, but their resources and capacities are limited. Many CSOs are project-based, with the bulk of their 

funding coming from the EU, which requires detailed planning and administrative documentation. Consequently, 

CSOs invest more of their time in administrative tasks than building strong constituencies.  
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Most CSOs have formal management structures and processes in place, although they do not always function 

effectively. CSOs’ internal management is varied. CSOs such as World Vision, the Balkan Investigative Reporting 

Network (BIRN) Albania, OSFA, Helsinki Committee, and Civil Rights Defenders have active boards that engage in 

the governance of their organizations. In other organizations, boards of directors exist to comply with legal 

requirements but do not exercise oversight to ensure the accountability of executives.  There are no known cases 

in which a board of directors has dismissed an executive director. According to the PA study, 65 percent of CSOs 

have internal organizational policies and procedures.  

Albanian CSOs find it challenging to maintain permanent and full-time staff, mainly because they are constrained by 

project-based funding. The 2019 PA report finds that 20 percent of CSOs had no full-time employees in 2018, and 

that 3 percent of CSOs had neither full-time nor part-time employees and relied exclusively on volunteers. Eighty 

percent of organizations had some full-time staff, while 76 percent of organizations had part-time staff and 85 

percent work with volunteers. CSOs in rural and remote areas face difficulties in attracting qualified human 

resources due to migration and depopulation in these areas. CSOs increasingly contract with experts on a short-

term basis for the duration of funded projects. Volunteer engagement in Albania remains low. According to the 

Charities Aid Foundation’s 2019 World Giving Index, an average of just 9 percent of Albanian respondents 

reported volunteering over the past ten years.  

CSOs increasingly use modern technologies, including social media, such as Facebook, WhatsApp, and LinkedIn. 

CSOs have been able to increase their access to office equipment in recent years with support from donor 

programs. 

FINANCIAL VIABILITY: 4.4 

CSOs’ financial viability did not change in 2019. Funding 

from international donors continued to be available, 

while government support remained low. Overall, there 

continued to be a worrying lack of funding, especially for 

smaller CSOs, and a lack of diversity in funding 

modalities.  

The Agency for Support of Civil Society (ASCS) 

remained the primary source of government funding for 

CSOs in 2019. ASCS awarded fifty-two grants during the 

year, seven more than in 2018, with grants ranging in size 

from ALL 700,000 (about $6,300) to ALL 3,400,000 

(about $30,500). Priority areas for funding included 

youth activism, civil society in the European integration 

process, social services, and environment, tourism, and 

integrated development. The Ministry of Culture 

financed 151 projects in 2019—twenty-three more than in 2018—with grants ranging from $4,500 for projects 

implemented by individuals to $18,000 for CSO projects. The Good Causes Board of the National Lottery posted 

eight winning project proposals on its website but did not indicate the amount of financial support awarded.  

An incomplete legal framework prevents local governments from developing mechanisms to make local funds 

available to CSOs. The Regional Program for Local Democracy (ReLOaD), a regional initiative financed by the EU 

and implemented by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), seeks to develop a transparent model 

of project-based funding for CSOs by local governments.  

Larger CSOs continued to rely primarily on grants from international donors in 2019, with the bulk of funding 

coming from the EU. Foreign grants often include sub-granting components that make funds available to smaller 

organizations. For example, Terre des Hommes Albanian (Tdh), in partnership with ANTTARC, provided EUR 

98,000 (approximately $120,000) in sub-grants to local CSOs through the EU-funded project Strengthening Civil 

Society to Prevent and Protect Children from Abuse and Violence. Through the USAID-funded project 

Accelerated Civic Development and Cooperation, ANTTARC provided $75,000 in sub-grants to youth CSOs for 

projects focused on local democracy, good governance, and anti-corruption. OSFA, Co-PLAN, and PA awarded 

sub-grants to local CSOs with funding from the EU and the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation 
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(SDC). Sida continues to be one of the main CSO donors; in 2019, it provided twenty-eight grants to CSOs that 

are members of four different networks, as well as fifteen operational grants. The GIZ-funded program ProSEED 

provided advisory and financial support to CSOs that implement projects targeting marginalized youth, allocating 

up to EUR 50,000 per project. 

In general, Albanian CSOs lack the organizational capacities and resources needed to raise donations through 

fundraising activities. According to the World Giving Index, an average of 21 percent of people in Albania have 

donated to a CSO over the past ten years. However, PA’s monitoring of philanthropic activity over the last five 

years shows a steady increase in the total value of private donations, with individual donors consistently giving 

more than businesses. 

Philanthropy in the country increased significantly in the aftermath of the earthquake in November, with more than 

90,000 donors (both individuals and institutional donors) giving more than $6.5 million to help meet emergency 

needs stemming from the earthquake. While public institutions were the main recipients of international support 

for earthquake relief, most individual donors channeled their donations through CSOs. For example, the Firdeus 

Foundation, Fundjave Ndryshe, and Albanian Roots each raised about $2 million in less than one week. The 

Albanian diaspora provided immense support, initiating nearly 90 percent of all donation campaigns. A few well-

established organizations also donated funds to earthquake-affected communities. For example, World Vision US 

allocated $140,000 through World Vision Albania, and World Vision Germany and World Vision UK launched 

domestic donation campaigns for Albania. In addition, many businesses provided support to those affected by the 

earthquake. The banking and telecommunication sectors offered free services, while private hospitals, Tirana 

Business Park, AVON Albania, Media Print, and Tirana International Airport made contributions to address the 

most pressing needs of affected families. Several fundraising campaigns responding to the earthquake made use of 

social networks and crowdfunding platforms. For example, e-Albania was the government’s main platform for 

fundraising, while CSOs initiated fundraising campaigns through GoFundMe and Facebook.  

Some CSOs engage in service provision as an alternative form of revenue generation. Their services include 

vocational training and agricultural expertise, which are usually offered at below-market prices. Starting in 2019, 

CSOs were able to apply for the status of social enterprises. CSOs have high expectations about the future of 

social entrepreneurship, fueled by the implementation of the Law on Social Enterprises and the government’s 

allocation of $2.2 million to finance social enterprises over the next three years. 

CSOs are increasingly concerned about their treatment by tax authorities, local governments, and banks, which do 

not differentiate between nonprofit and for-profit entities. In recent years, bank procedures have imposed a heavy 

reporting burden on CSOs. This situation worsened in 2019 as commercial banks began to ask CSOs for more 

detailed information related to, for instance, statute amendments and minutes of board meetings. While most 

CSOs were able to collect and submit the required information, CSOs feel that these demands interfere in their 

operations and place them under increased control.   

CSOs are subject to the National Accounting Standards for Nonprofit Organizations, which call for mandatory 

independent audits of CSOs, with the exception of small CSOs. The extent of CSOs’ compliance with these 

standards is unknown. The new Law on Accounting and Financial Statements requires all CSOs with assets or 

income of ALL 30 million (approximately $270,000) or greater to prepare performance reports on the efficiency 

and effectiveness of their activities. In addition, this law imposes additional costs on CSOs, as it obliges CSOs, 

regardless of their location, to submit their reports in person to the Tirana District Court. 

ADVOCACY: 3.2 

CSO advocacy continued to be strong in 2019. Despite persistent challenges, CSOs actively engage in decision-

making and policy-making processes at the local and national levels. Some policy advocacy initiatives in 2019 

demonstrated CSOs’ persistence in articulating and advancing the interests and priorities of various communities 

and the sector itself. In general, CSOs at the national level continue to have stronger advocacy and lobbying 

capacities than CSOs at the local level.  At the same time, CSO advocacy was hindered in 2019 by the highly 

polarized political situation in the country. In several cases, political actors hijacked civil society protests to further 

their political agendas and they manipulated the conversation to weaken public support and dissolve movements.  
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Law No. 146/2014 on Notification and Public 

Consultation seeks to ensure that citizens have a say 

in decision-making processes related to bylaws, draft 

laws, national and local strategic documents, and 

policies of high public interest. Consultations are 

obligatory during three phases: pre-consultations on 

decisions, open consultation meetings, and 

announcements or public displays of decisions and 

other related acts. The law allows interested 

stakeholders to initiate complaints when they are not 

consulted properly. Although the law is considered 

progressive, its implementation is problematic mainly 

due to the lack of an oversight body and sanctions. 

For example, notifications of public consultations are 

poorly advertised, and consultations are not always 

organized. Even when consultations are conducted, CSOs’ recommendations and comments are usually not taken 

into consideration, and the government rarely explains why CSOs' suggestions are not included.  

Law No. 119/2014 on the Right to Information regulates citizens’ right to access public information. According to 

the law, each public authority is obliged to designate a Coordinator for the Right to Information; to publish on its 

website a register showing all the requests for information and the information contained in the responses; and to 

proactively disclose information of public interest through institutional Transparency Programs. However, a 

culture of secrecy still prevails among public institutions. Despite the increasing number of public authorities that 

have adopted Transparency Programs, institutions generally do not disclose information related to accountability 

mechanisms, such as audit reports, public procurements, and contracts. The commissioner for freedom of 

information and personal data protection oversees and reviews implementation of the law by public institutions. 

According to a recent study by ResPublika, the number of decisions taken by the commissioner has declined by 2 

percent, while the number of complaints has increased. An increasing number of watchdog CSOs and media 

outlets monitor the transparency and accountability of public institutions, especially local authorities. In 2019, 

CSOs carried out awareness raising initiatives on the right to information.  

Advocacy by the Center for Legal Civic Initiatives (CLCL) contributed to the adoption in July of Law No. 54/2019 

on the legislative initiative of voters. This law establishes procedures for voters to participate in decision-making 

processes by allowing a minimum of 20,000 voters to propose draft laws. CLCL led the drafting process in close 

cooperation with OSFA, other CSOs, and the Universities of Tirana, Shkodra, and Vlora. 

CSOs engaged in several important policy advocacy initiatives in 2019. The Alliance for the Protection of the 

National Theater has organized daily protests to preserve the historical national theater building since the 

government decided to demolish it and further develop the area through a public-private partnership. National 

public figures, academics, journalists, architects, and historians joined this long-lasting protest. Due to the Alliance’s 

efforts, in December 2019, Europa Nostra included the National Theater on a list of the fourteen most 

endangered heritage sites in Europe. The government had not changed its plans for the National Theater as of the 

time of writing this report.  

CSOs also protested two proposed governmental packages known as the Anti-Defamation Package and Anti-KÇK 

(Anti-Seize Whatever You Can)1  package. The Anti-Defamation Package includes amendments to thirty articles of 

the Law on Audiovisual Media and four articles on the Law on Electronic Communications. The changes introduce 

mandatory registration requirements for online media and create an administrative body with the power to fine 

and shut down online media and block foreign online media without a court order, as well as additional state 

regulations of online media. CSOs, journalists, and activists criticized the Anti-Defamation Package for violating the 

freedom of speech and increasing government control over the media and organized protests outside of 

parliament. Parliament passed the Anti-Defamation Package on December 18, 2019. Although the president vetoed 

 
 
1 Prime Minister Edi Rama coined this term to describe prosecutors and judges who before being dismissed by the vetting 

commission abuse their power to “seize what they can.” 
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the package in January 2020, the government published one of the two amended laws in the Official Gazette on 

February 2020. 

CSOs also opposed the controversial Anti-KÇK Package, which gives the government power to restrict citizens’ 

movement, and surveil, initiate searches, and arrest citizens without warrants. This package of legislation includes 

changes to the Anti-Mafia Law, the State Police Law, the Law on the Administration of Seized and Confiscated 

Assets, and the Criminal Code. A coalition of twenty-two CSOs, including the Helsinki Committee, BIRN Albania, 

Institute of Political Studies, and Civil Rights Defenders, sent an open letter to the government calling for 

transparency, consultation, and respect for the constitution and the European Convention of Human Rights in 

regards to the Anti-KÇK packages of laws. Nevertheless, the government adopted the Anti- KÇK package in 

January 2020.  

Environmental CSOs under the leadership of Eco-Albania were at the core of a coalition working to prevent the 

construction of hydropower plants and protect the Vjosa River. In September, nearly 150 national and 

international CSOs sent an open letter to the prime minister urging him to suspend all ongoing hydropower 

developments in the Vjosa catchment. The open letter was sent following a protest by affected residents who 

opposed the construction of hydropower plants. At the end of 2019, the Bern Convention, a binding international 

legal instrument in the field of nature conservation, required the Albanian government to implement its 2018 

recommendations, according to which the government should have suspended all hydropower plants on the Vjosa 

River. 

A newly formed coalition of fourteen Roma and Egyptian CSOs, which advocates on behalf of Roma and Egyptian 

communities under the leadership of the Institute of Romani Culture in Albania (IRCA), succeeded in persuading 

the municipality of Tirana to eliminate registration fees for Roma and Egyptian children attending public pre-

schools. The Albanian Helsinki Committee advocated for the construction of a prison for people with mental 

health problems. The Syndicate of Unified Miners of Bulqiza (SMBB), founded in 2019 by a group of miners from 

Bulqiza, worked to increase workers’ representation in the mining industry, one of the deadliest sectors of the 

Albanian economy. CSOs also advocated for the rights of people with disabilities in 2019. Their advocacy 

contributed to the adoption of Law No.15/2019 on Employment Promotion, which is expected to create 

employment opportunities for disabled people.  

The National Council for Civil Society (NCCS) selected new members in 2019 but was otherwise largely inactive. 

According to the PA study, among the 47 percent of CSOs that are aware of the structures set up to promote 

cooperation between CSOs and government, only 16 percent identify the NCCS, while 67 percent identify ASCS. 

However, CSOs describe both structures as non-functional and not supportive of the sector, and note that 

cooperation with both structures is lacking. 

SERVICE PROVISION: 3.5 

CSO service provision improved slightly in 2019, as 

CSOs mobilized quickly to meet the needs of populations 

affected by the earthquake in November. For example, 

within hours of the earthquake, World Vision Albania 

launched programs to provide food and non-food items 

and psychosocial assistance. The relatively new Alliance 

for the Protection of the National Theater, with the 

support of approximately 200 volunteers, collected and 

distributed over forty tons of food and non-food items 

donated by over 9,000 people. Moreover, it announced 

that it would use money it collected to build container 

homes for those who lost their homes in the earthquake. 

Caritas Albania immediately initiated relief activities with 

funding from other projects. Also, the Ministry of 

Interior officially requested Caritas Albania to distribute 

food and non-food items to displaced people in the 

accommodation camps established by the government.  



18                                                     The 2019 CSO Sustainability Index for Albania 

There were some disagreements regarding the allocation and management of funds at the first meeting of the 

National Reconstruction Committee, with the government insisting on having the sole responsibility of monitoring 

the funds, while CSOs insisted that they too should be part of the monitoring process. At the end, however, 

consensus was reached after the prime minister proposed that all funds from the state and private institutions 

become a single national fund, with each party able to monitor its own funds. CSOs agreed to this plan in order to 

increase coordination and harmonization of reconstruction activities. 

CSOs also continue to provide services in a range of other areas. CSOs’ support is of immense importance in 

areas in which public services are inadequate or lacking. CSOs provide many social services to vulnerable groups, 

including Roma and Egyptian communities, children, women, the disabled, and elderly people. For example, 

women’s organizations that are members of the Albanian Women Empowering Network (AWEN) increasingly 

offer services to support women survivors of domestic violence. Protecting the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(MEDPAK) offers services for persons with disabilities. Through its family care program, Emanuel Mission 

Foundation provides nearly 250 families with clothing, food, and medication. The Foundation also provides services 

for the elderly, especially those abandoned or at high risk of abandonment. Given that many of the beneficiaries of 

CSO services are members of the most vulnerable groups in Albanian society, they are generally unable to pay for 

services. Therefore, CSO service provision remains highly dependent on donors, with CSOs often struggling to 

obtain adequate funding. 

CSOs, especially community-based ones, continuously strive to offer services tailored to the needs of their 

constituencies. They increasingly develop their in-house capacities related to needs assessments, communication, 

and advocacy by contracting short-term experts to provide interactive training courses. CSOs that have a strong 

presence in local communities, either through their local offices or local coordinators, have a good understanding 

of the needs of their constituencies.  

CSOs provide a range of paid services including training courses, consulting, coffee bar and catering services, and 

social services. A growing number of CSOs lease their premises out as a source of income. However, only a small 

percentage of CSOs provide paid services. Most CSOs have still not embraced entrepreneurship as an alternative 

source of income, either because they lack interest in the development of paid services or lack the capacity to plan 

and manage such services.  

While central and local governments increasingly value civil society’s role in providing services, little progress was 

made in 2019 to ensure their sustained financial support. For example, fourteen municipalities receive social care 

funds from the central government to deliver services at the local level. Even though the municipalities prepared 

their applications jointly with local CSOs based on the service models CSOs have established over the years, the 

funds are administered solely by the municipalities. CSO representatives further report that the overall application 

process lacked clarity and there were considerable delays in the allocation of funds. In addition, CSOs continued to 

compete against private entities for government tenders. However, the new public procurement law is expected 

to increase the engagement of CSOs in service provision. 

SECTORAL INFRASTRUCTURE: 3.6 

The infrastructure supporting the CSO sector improved slightly in 2019 as new sub-grants and technical assistance 

programs offered opportunities for Albanian CSOs, especially smaller organizations, to develop their resources 

and capacities. 

Several initiatives were undertaken in 2019 to assess and meet the needs of local CSOs. With funding from the EU, 

and in partnership with the Albanian Center for Population and Development (ACPD) and the European 

Movement in Albania (EMA), PA launched the National Resource Center for Civil Society (NRCS) to help develop 

the CSO sector in Albania. The NRCS has two regional centers, ensuring wide territorial coverage. Since its 

establishment, the NRCS has provided regular training and other support, such as information on funding 

opportunities, initiatives, and studies. The NRCS also organized the NPO Academy 2019, an annual initiative 

focused on enhancing the skills of CSO executives. NRCS provides its services for free. 
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In 2019, PA conducted research to map CSO 

networks, and the Institute for Democracy and 

Mediation (IDM) concluded a study on the 

participation of CSOs in governmental decision-

making processes and their interactions with state 

and independent institutions. Both studies raise 

awareness on various issues related to the sector’s 

development and will serve as useful advocacy tools 

for CSOs going forward.   

As described above, CSOs managed many foreign-

funded sub-granting projects in 2019. Sub-granting 

schemes usually include some capacity building for 

smaller CSOs with limited capacity in project 

management and program-specific themes. Under 

the EU-funded Empowering CSOs for Roma 

Integration (ECSORI) program, for example, ANTTARC has built the organizational management, project cycle 

management, and advocacy and lobbying capacities of CSOs engaged in the social inclusion of Roma and Egyptian 

communities. With a budget of approximately $820,000, the SDC-funded project LevizAlbania, implemented by a 

consortium including OSFA, PA, and Co-Plan, provides support to a considerable number of grassroots CSOs and 

individuals. The program also organizes training courses for its beneficiaries on activism, community mobilization, 

citizen participation, local democracy, and good governance. 

During the year, CSOs increasingly engaged in formal and informal networks and coalitions, as well as networking 

beyond the sector. The 2019 PA study “Mapping and Assessment of Civil Society Organizations’ Networks in 

Albania” identifies twenty-seven networks, of which 33 percent are formally registered and 67 percent operate 

informally. Their domains are youth, good governance, human rights, environment, cultural heritage, and women’s 

rights. As noted earlier, the Alliance for the Protection of the National Theater continued its efforts to protect the 

historical National Theater building throughout 2019.  

Cooperation between CSOs and businesses is still underdeveloped. Media and CSOs are increasingly interested in 

cooperating to address the shrinking of civic space. Media also play an important role in promoting CSOs’ visibility. 

There is limited cooperation between CSOs and government institutions because of the limited transparency of 

public institutions and low level of trust in government institutions by CSOs. 

PUBLIC IMAGE: 3.7 

CSOs’ public image did not change notably in 2019. 

CSOs struggle to attract media coverage. CSOs find 

national media outlets to be nearly impossible to access, 

since media are interested mostly in political events and 

the activities of senior government officials. Local media, 

in contrast, are relatively accessible. Many media 

outlets—both local and national—require payments to 

cover CSOs’ activities, which discourages CSOs from 

seeking media coverage. The public media, however, 

does not require payments from CSOs and has a 

dedicated space for minorities that provides some 

coverage of CSOs working on minority issues. The media 

continues to express critical views of CSOs.  

The public demonstrated its trust in CSOs in 2019 by 

making donations for earthquake relief to CSOs rather 

than state institutions According to a national poll conducted by IDM from November 18 to December 6, 2019, 

56.3 percent of respondents indicated that they trust CSOs, a slight decrease compared to 2018. Nevertheless, 

respondents ranked CSOs as the fourth most trusted domestic institutions in the country, an improvement over 
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their ranking in 2018. The institutions with greater levels of trust included religious institutions (65.6 percent), the 

armed forces (59.4 percent), and educational institutions (57.3 percent).  

State institutions tend to have positive perceptions of organizations involved in service provision and negative 

perceptions of organizations engaged in advocacy and watchdog activities. Senior government officials engaged in 

smears against media-related CSOs in 2019. However, after the November 26 earthquake, the prime minister 

included representatives of three CSOs and the media in the National Reconstruction Committee. 

Cooperation between the private sector and CSOs is underdeveloped, and business support for CSOs remains 

low, in part because the business community continues to have limited understanding of CSOs’ role in society.  

Most CSOs do not communicate effectively. Only a small number of CSOs have dedicated staff for 

communications and public relations. The 2019 PA study “Capacity and Needs Assessment for CSOs in Albania” 

indicates that the three most used communication channels by organizations to inform and interact with the public 

are: social media, specifically Facebook (90 percent); organizational websites (56.5 percent); and local audiovisual 

media (55 percent). 

Although a significant number of CSOs advocate for transparency and good governance, the sector exhibits little 

progress in this regard. According to the 2019 PA study, nearly 80 percent of interviewed organizations reported 

that they produce annual reports, but only 58 percent publish their reports or share them with the sector, 

stakeholders, and others. A considerable percentage of CSOs (66 percent) reported that they have codes of 

ethics, but these are rarely implemented in practice.
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ARMENIA 
 

OVERALL CSO SUSTAINABILITY: 3.6 

 
After coming to power through the 2018 Velvet Revolution, the new government and political authorities in 

Armenia announced that they would introduce a more supportive environment for CSOs marked by greater 

cooperation between the state and the CSO sector. Meanwhile, supporters of the previous regime initiated a 

media campaign targeting both the new government and the CSO sector, particularly CSOs engaged in the areas of 

human rights and democracy. As a result, virtual space and news media became more polarized and replete with 

disinformation.  

In 2019, the new government introduced measures to combat corruption and also began implementing reforms to 

the judicial, tax, and social systems. Investigations and court procedures were initiated against former government 

officials and law enforcement authorities, some of which focused on corruption. Most notably, in September, the 

trial of former President Robert Kocharyan began for his role in the violent breakup of protests in 2008, which led 

to the deaths of eight civilians and two police officers. Meanwhile, current government officials declared the 

judiciary to be the last “fortress” of the past authorities and announced that they would take steps to remove 

entrenched and corrupt judges. These efforts were eventually replaced with gradual reforms to the judiciary, 

including the establishment of new monitoring commissions and improvement of recruitment processes for judges.  

After the Velvet Revolution, Armenia’s position on the Reporters Without Borders World Press Freedom Index 

improved. In 2019, however, there were several disturbing trends affecting freedom of the press, including 

increased pressure on the media and violations of the right to receive and disseminate information. 

The CSO sector’s overall sustainability did not change significantly in 2019, although improvements were noted in 

both the organizational capacity and advocacy dimensions. Over the past several years, a number of donor-funded 

projects have focused on building the organizational capacity of CSOs, including the development of missions, 

management structures, policies and procedures, transparency and accountability, and human resource 

procedures. CSO advocacy improved as CSO coalitions had increased influence on the development of public 

policies.  

According to the State Register of the Ministry of Justice (MoJ), there were 4,794 public organizations (compared 

to 4,222 in 2018), 1,212 foundations (compared to 1,120 in 2018), and 228 legal entity unions (compared to 244 in 

2018) registered in Armenia as of the end of 2019. Following the implementation of legislative changes in 2017, 

legal entity unions are no longer considered legal bodies. Existing legal entity unions were required to modify their 

charters and re-register as foundations or public organizations by February 2019. The 228 legal entity unions 

remaining on the State Register at the end of the year did not voluntarily dissolve or re-register by the deadline. 

Capital: Yerevan 

Population: 3,021,324 

GDP per capita (PPP): $9,500 

Human Development Index: High (0.760) 

Freedom in the World: Partly Free (53/100) 
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While the Law stipulates that these organizations should be dissolved, no regulation has been issued to guide this 

process, therefore these organizations remain on the books but cannot act legally.  

LEGAL ENVIRONMENT: 3.6 

The legal and regulatory environment governing the CSO 

sector did not experience any significant changes during 

2019.  

Legal procedures and regulations regarding CSO 

registration are generally favorable. Two types of CSOs 

can be formally registered in Armenia: membership-

based public organizations regulated by the Law on Public 

Organizations, and non-membership foundations 

regulated by the Law on Foundations.  Registration of a 

public organization takes up to ten working days, while 

the registration process for a foundation should be 

completed within fifteen working days. There is still no 

online registration system for CSOs. CSOs can operate 

without registration as long as they adhere to general 

legal regulations and do not engage in financial 

transactions. Non-registered civil society groups have access to some sources of funding, such as crowdfunding and 

local philanthropy. 

The process to close or liquidate a CSO continues to be complicated. As a result, the official number of registered 

CSOs continues to rise as defunct organizations remain on the books. MoJ dissolves CSOs that fail to submit tax 

reports on time based on lists provided by the State Revenue Committee (SRC). However, MoJ does not make 

any statistics available regarding the number of CSOs dissolved.  

The Law on Public Organizations and the Law on Foundations clearly define the roles and responsibilities of 

boards, supervising committees, executives, and members. The legal framework places no limitations on the scope 

of permissible CSO activities. A CSO can represent its constituencies in court, although this requires it to obtain a 

notarized power of attorney, which imposes additional costs. CSOs can only initiate public interest cases in the 

courts in the area of environmental protection.  

The legal framework protects CSOs against government abuse and interference in their internal affairs by third 

party actors. CSOs have the right to assemble and participate in peaceful public protests. During 2019, CSOs and 

their members did not report any violations of these legal rights or any abuse by state institutions or groups acting 

on behalf of the state.  

The constitution guarantees the freedom of expression, and CSOs are able to freely address matters of public 

debate and express criticism without significant censorship. However, CSOs working in sensitive areas such as 

domestic violence, women’s rights, and issues affecting the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) 

community are more cautious in their communications. Furthermore, post-revolutionary self-censorship has 

become an issue with some CSOs that support the new government avoiding criticizing it in order to uphold its 

reputation. 

According to the Law on Public Organizations, a public organization that receives funding from public sources in 

excess of AMD 5 million (about $10,000) is required to disclose an independent auditor’s report. Due to the 

successful advocacy efforts of CSOs, an amendment to the law was adopted in 2019 that doubled the mandatory 

auditing threshold to AMD 10 million (about $20,000). However, many CSOs do not have the resources to pay 

for professional financial audits. Because of this, when participating in the bidding process for government 

procurements, many public organizations include the cost of audits in their budgets, which increases their costs 

and reduces their competitiveness against private businesses.  

CSOs are allowed to conduct fundraising activities, organize crowdfunding campaigns, and receive foreign 

donations. CSOs also may earn income through the provision of goods and services and through the establishment 
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of social enterprises, but profits must be used towards accomplishing the goals stipulated in their organizational 

charters.  

According to the Tax Code, CSOs are subject to a 20 percent value-added tax (VAT) on their income if their total 

annual income exceeds AMD 58.35 million (about $117,000). CSOs are eligible for exemptions from VAT for 

purchases under certain projects and procurements when there is an inter-governmental agreement between 

Armenia and the donor country and when the projects are deemed charitable by the government. To access these 

exemptions, eligible CSOs must apply to the State Humanitarian Commission. Commercial organizations and 

corporate donors can deduct donations to eligible CSOs from their taxable income up to 0.25 percent of their 

gross annual income; individual donors do not receive any tax deductions. 

Although the tax regulations governing the CSO sector have improved over the past several years, CSO taxation 

issues are still marked by uncertainty and complexity. Some CSO representatives have noted that the SRC treats 

CSOs like businesses as it lacks an understanding of the specific characteristics and needs of the CSO sector. 

CSOs directly engaged in entrepreneurial activities receive no special fiscal benefits. The procedures and 

regulations governing entrepreneurial activities are vague and susceptible to different interpretations. For instance, 

although the Law on Public Organizations states that CSOs directly engaged in entrepreneurial activities could be 

subject to simple form taxation, the new Tax Code, which entered into effect on January 1, 2020, does not provide 

any information on this matter. CSOs engaged in entrepreneurial activity must maintain separate accounting 

records of their operations, which imposes an administrative burden on them. 

Taxation of social enterprises did not change during 2019, although the new Tax Code proposed an improved 

taxation system for small enterprises (micro-businesses). CSOs can benefit from a significantly lower tax burden 

under the new tax regime if they also manage social enterprises established as limited liability companies that could 

also be classified as micro-businesses.  

Several organizations provide CSOs with legal assistance related to CSO laws and regulations. These include the 

Armenian Lawyers' Association (ALA), Transparency International’s Anticorruption Center (TIAC), the A.D. 

Sakharov Armenian Human Rights Protection Center, the NGO Center (NGOC), the Eurasian Partnership 

Foundation (EPF), and the Civic Development and Partnership Foundation (CDPF). During 2019, for example, ALA 

provided legal advice to 207 public organizations on topics such as re-registration and drafting charters.  However, 

few lawyers in the country specialize in CSO law due to the lack of demand for such services.  

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY: 3.4 

Organizational capacity within the CSO sector improved 

slightly in 2019. Over the past several years, several 

donor-funded projects have supported the development 

of CSOs’ organizational capacity, including mission 

development, management structures, policies and 

procedures, transparency and accountability, and human 

resource procedures. These projects include the 

European Union (EU)-funded STRONG CSOs for 

Stronger Armenia (2015– 2018), the USAID-funded CSO 

Development Program (CSO DePo, 2014-2019) and 

Engaged Citizenry for Responsible Governance (2014–

2021), and the EU-funded Bridge for CSOs (2016–2019). 

Among the impact of these projects are an increased 

ability among CSOs to identify and build relationships 

with potential constituents and beneficiaries. Generally, 

regional CSOs are more aware of the needs of their 

constituencies than national organizations based in the capital of Yerevan.  

Partly as a result of these donor-funded capacity-building projects, CSOs increasingly formulate goals, missions, and 

action plans and a growing number of CSO leaders have acknowledged the need to utilize strategic plans and 

strategic planning techniques. Additionally, more methodological guidance and experts have become available to 
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assist in strategic plan development. According to the endline study of the USAID-funded CSO DePo, which was 

conducted by the Caucasus Research Resource Center-Armenia (CRRC-Armenia), nearly 50 percent of surveyed 

CSOs reported that they developed annual strategic plans in 2019, up from just 30 percent in 2015. Furthermore, 

the CSO DePo study found that CSOs have become more “democratic” in their strategic development activities, 

with a greater number of CSOs reporting that board members, CSO staff, CSO members, and beneficiaries are 

involved in these processes. However, many CSOs still determine the scope of programs to be implemented based 

on available grant resources rather than the content of their strategic plans.  

CSOs increasingly acknowledge the importance of policies, procedures, and systems of internal governance. 

According to the CSO DePo endline study, nearly 70 percent of surveyed CSOs have adopted internal regulations 

and procedures (approximately the same percentage as in 2015) and 90 percent of these CSOs follow and uphold 

these regulations (a notable increase from 62 percent in 2015). The CSO DePo program developed several 

guidelines that CSOs can use to improve their internal management. The CSO DePo online portal also provides a 

capacity enhancement tool, which has become popular among CSOs.  

The internal management of CSOs has become more efficient due to the availability of several administrative 

templates and guidelines created within the framework of donor-funded programs. Although some CSOs have 

experienced conflicts of interest, CSOs generally acknowledge the need to take appropriate steps in order to 

minimize such instances. 

In most cases, CSOs employ staff on short-term contracts when funding is available. Retention of permanent and 

qualified staff is an issue since few CSOs receive longer-term funding. Although the country lacks specific policies 

to stimulate volunteering, CSOs sufficiently recruit and engage volunteers. According to the CSO Depo endline 

survey, nearly 80 percent of surveyed CSOs engaged at least one volunteer during the previous year, 

approximately the same percentage as in 2015. CSOs increasingly use accounting services, public relations experts, 

and other related support services. 

Rental rates for office space are relatively high and currently increasing, especially in Yerevan. Because of this, 

some CSOs struggle to maintain permanent offices. Some CSOs operating in local communities, especially youth 

CSOs, have access to office facilities in communal buildings free of charge. 

CSOs are able to upgrade their equipment when funding is available. Relatively inexpensive internet services are 

available throughout the country. Most CSOs maintain websites and are active on social media, especially 

Facebook. Other social media platforms are less popular. 

FINANCIAL VIABILITY: 4.9 

The financial viability of CSOs did not change significantly 

in 2019 and continues to be the weakest dimension of 

CSO sustainability. While several large-scale, long-term 

donor-funded projects came to an end in 2019, CSOs 

increasingly sought to diversify their sources of funding, 

including through the use of crowdfunding, the creation 

of social enterprises, and the provision of services.  

Various CSO-related studies confirm that the lack of 

financial resources is the most prominent issue faced by 

Armenian CSOs. According to the 2019 CSO DePo 

endline study, the current and prospective financial 

resources of nearly half of surveyed CSOs enable them 

to operate for less than a year. Only 20 percent of 

surveyed CSOs have sufficient financial resources to 

operate for two years or more. The vast majority of 

surveyed CSOs noted that available financial resources only cover maintenance costs with no resources for 

organizational development.   

CSOs generally recognize the importance of accessing multiple sources of funding to increase their financial 

viability and have made ongoing attempts to diversify their sources of funding. However, international development 



The 2019 CSO Sustainability Index for Armenia  25 

organizations are still CSOs’ main source of funding. Nearly 40 percent of the CSOs surveyed in the CSO DePo 

endline study reported that they rely on grants from international donors as a primary source of income, 

compared to 43 percent in 2015.  

Key foreign donors include the EU, USAID, and bilateral donors including the Swedish, Dutch, and German 

governments. In 2019, CSOs were affected by shifts in the funding levels and priorities of donors, as most donors 

worked with the new government to determine needs. In 2018 and 2019, four large-scale, long-term donor-funded 

projects concluded operations in the country: the EU-funded STRONG CSOs for Stronger Armenia (2015–2018), 

the USAID-funded CSO DePo (2014–2019), the EU-funded Bridge for CSOs (2016–2019), and the EU-funded 

Commitment to Constructive Dialogue (CCD) project (2017-2019). As a result of the conclusion of these 

projects, local CSOs faced significant financial challenges in 2019. Local CSOs also had fewer opportunities to 

participate in other EU-funded grant competitions in 2019 because programs required the participation of 

coalitions led by established European CSOs, the scope of programs was narrowed, and Armenia was not among 

the beneficiary countries for most grant offers. In addition, some donor organizations were in the process of 

revising their country support strategies in light of the Velvet Revolution, which resulted in a temporary halting of 

grant programs. On the other hand, some donors continued to provide small grants on a rolling basis. These 

include the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Open Society Foundation, the Robert Bosch 

Stiftung, the Black Sea Trust for Regional Cooperation, the European Endowment for Democracy, the Prague Civil 

Society Center, and grants programs from the US, Lithuanian, and Japanese embassies.   

Tax benefits are generally insufficient to stimulate individual and corporate philanthropy. Some CSO 

representatives, especially those engaged in charity and child protection, noted the difficulties of raising funds from 

private businesses particularly as a result of two newly established foundations headed by the prime minister’s 

wife—My Step and City of Smiles—that attracted the majority of private donations during the year. Private 

businesses believe that donating to these “government-associated” CSOs is more in line with their business 

interests than donating to other well-known charity organizations.  

CSOs increasingly use new fundraising methods including crowdfunding through online platforms and other 

electronic tools and instruments. For example, City of Smiles initiated a crowdfunding campaign using phone 

donation tools accompanied by a social advertising campaign on TV. However, information and communications 

technologies (ICTs) are still mainly only effective for individual charitable activities and most CSOs still lack the 

technical capacity needed to design and manage crowdfunding campaigns. Most membership-based organizations 

collect membership fees, but membership fees are often low.  

Central and local governments provide a small amount of grants to CSOs, and both central and local governments 

outsource some social services to CSOs. In 2019, the total budgeted amount for nonprofit grants and subsidies 

directed to non-governmental and non-commercial (public) organizations totaled about 11.1 billion AMD (about 

$22 million), while in 2018 the total was about 10.8 billion AMD.  

Following the 2018 political transition, government officials announced that the process for allocating state grants 

would become more open and transparent. According to the CSO Meter, a tool developed to assess the civil 

society environment in the Eastern Partnership countries, however, CSOs reported that financial support 

continued to be distributed primarily through non-competitive processes to CSOs on a “list of recipient CSOs” 

defined in the state budget. Overall, government funding lacks strategic direction. 

Many social enterprises successfully generate income to support CSO operations or provide assistance to 

vulnerable groups or social causes. For example, in 2019 the Partnership and Teaching NGO produced agricultural 

goods in several consolidated communities in Syunik Marz, using the proceeds to renovate the central park of 

Tatev Community. Partnership and Teaching NGO also provided agricultural products to the community’s school 

and kindergarten. Other examples of successful social enterprises include Aregak, the first inclusive and barrier-

free bakery and coffee shop in Gyumri; Sareri Bariq, specializing in the production of tea and herbs; and ”Bohem,” 

an art-teahouse in Sevan.  

CSOs are improving their financial management systems in order to meet the increasing requirements of the 

government and donors. Donor-funded capacity-building projects often address financial management and financial 

sustainability issues. However, CSOs rarely audit their accounts and operations unless required by donors or the 

state and generally publish annual reports with financial statements only if required by law or requested by donors. 
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ADVOCACY: 2.7 

CSO advocacy improved slightly in 2019. CSOs had 

more opportunities to engage with state officials, and 

several successful CSO policy advocacy initiatives helped 

shape legislation and the public agenda. 

After the political changes following the events of April-

May 2018, the new government officials became more 

accessible to the public on social media platforms, which 

they used to communicate with their constituents and 

civil society. Several previously implemented donor-

funded projects also improved the capacity of CSOs to 

engage with national and local authorities, increasing 

CSO oversight over government efforts to improve 

transparency and accountability.  

All ministries have public councils that include CSOs. 

CSO representatives were also invited to participate in 

parliamentary hearings regarding political reforms and other topics during 2019. CSOs can access information 

regarding proposed legal acts on www.e-draft.am and can also submit their comments and recommendations on 

proposed legislation on this site. However, some CSO representatives think this platform has limited effectiveness 

due to the lack of meaningful discussion and communication with state authorities. In addition, some CSOs think 

that government officials are often not willing to accept proposed recommendations or that their 

recommendations are accepted only for the sake of appearances rather than a genuine desire to act upon them. In 

addition, some CSOs expressed concerns that state bodies do not have a firm commitment to addressing and 

solving complex public issues.  Moreover, CSOs reported that the effectiveness of their advocacy efforts in 2019 

was often hindered by turnover among national and regional government representatives as a result of the 2018 

political transition. 

In 2019, local governments were more cooperative and transparent and supported CSO initiatives. For example, 

Partnership and Teaching NGO reported that the local municipalities in Tatev, Tegh, Goris, and Sisan were very 

collaborative during the implementation of the EU-funded Public Oversight to Promote Communal Development 

project. The local municipalities provided all necessary data for the research, hosted events to present the results, 

and were willing to implement some changes in their future activities based on the recommendations provided.  

Advocacy by CSOs and CSO coalitions successfully impacted the development of several public policies and legal 

regulations in 2019. Within the framework of the CCD project, 156 CSOs had the opportunity to directly engage 

in dialogue with policy makers. In total, CSOs participated in 187 working meetings/policy discussions with the 

central government and local governments, most of which took place in 2019. The government approved the 

Judicial and Legal Reform Strategy in October 2019 following a series of constructive dialogues and other similar 

efforts between state officials and CSOs.  

CSOs have also become more active advocates at local levels. Several local CSOs and CSO coalitions participated 

in the development of five-year Community Development Plans (CDP) in local communities. For example, NGO 

Agape World successfully pushed for the inclusion of youth-related provisions in the CDP for Tchambarak, while 

the NGO Community Pulse advocated for the inclusion of rural tourism development activities in the CDP for 

Vardenik. Other CSOs advocated for the preservation of historical buildings, the cessation of mining activities, and 

other related environmental efforts. A coalition of environmental CSOs and individual activists led a successful 

campaign that resulted in planned mining activities in Amulsar being ceased.  

CSOs were also involved in several successful lobbying efforts during the year. For instance, in October 2019, 

following extensive cooperation between MoJ and the Anti-Corruption Coalition, the government developed and 

adopted a national Anti-Corruption Strategy and an Implementation Action Plan for 2019-2022; 101 of the 

coalition’s 133 recommendations were fully and/or partially included in the final strategy. In 2019, as a result of the 

lobbying efforts of the secretariat of the Constructive Dialogue Network of Armenian CSOs coalition, ALA 

organized more than two dozen public consultations with state bodies during the government’s mid-term 

expenditure planning process, and many CSO comments were accepted.  

http://www.e-draft.am/
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The CSO community regularly engages with various state agencies and institutions to promote a more favorable 

legal and regulatory framework for the sector. In December 2019, the government approved amendments to the 

Law on Public Organizations that were developed by the SRC and the Issues of Transparency and Accountability 

Provision of NGOs and Foundations working group, which includes more than 100 CSOs. As a result, the 

threshold for required audits of organizations implementing projects using public funds was increased from AMD 5 

million to AMD 10 million. TIAC worked with the SRC on several occasions to prevent increased and unnecessary 

reporting and accountability restrictions for CSOs. Furthermore, several CSOs, including the Association of Social 

Enterprises of Armenia (ASEA), continuously worked to improve the government’s understanding of social 

entrepreneurship. In 2019, CSOs and the government held discussions on the Concept Paper on Development of 

Social Entrepreneurship, resulting in the concept paper’s finalization and submission for publication on the e-draft 

electronic platform. 

SERVICE PROVISION: 3.7 

CSO service provision did not change significantly in 

2019.  

The CSO sector continues to provide a diverse range of 

goods and services, with the most common being in the 

areas of human rights, youth, education, democracy, 

community development, civil society development, and 

social issues. An increasing number of CSOs utilize 

market research and needs assessment tools to identify 

the most pressing needs of their communities and 

constituencies.  

CSOs can participate in government procurements at 

both the national and local levels, and both the central 

and regional governments outsource services to CSOs. 

For example, the government outsourced electoral 

oversight in Nagorno-Karabakh to the Union of Informed 

Citizens NGO and TIAC.  

CSOs generally do not discriminate on the basis of race, gender, ethnicity, or sexual orientation when providing 

services, in accordance with provisions in the constitution and the Laws on Public Organizations and Foundations. 

CSOs continuously identify new ways to generate revenue through service provision, including through social 

enterprises. Previously implemented donor-funded capacity-building projects funded by the EU, the Near East 

Foundation UK, Women’s Development Resource Center Foundation (WDRC), and World Vision Armenia 

provided CSOs with skills to promote their services and generate income. However, CSOs still need to improve 

their abilities to market their services and identify clients. 

The government expressed growing appreciation for CSO services in 2019. The government’s trust and 

confidence in CSOs has increased, especially for social services, oversight of electoral processes, and public 

monitoring of state and local governments. Government representatives—many of whom come from the CSO 

community—recognized the value of CSO service provision in their public statements. While the government 

increasingly outsources services to CSOs, this is usually in the form of short-term grant support rather than 

longer-term partnerships. Limited long-term funding is available to CSOs that have social partnership contracts 

with the government, mainly to provide social services. 
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SECTORAL INFRASTRUCTURE: 3.0 

The infrastructure supporting the CSO sector did not change significantly in 2019.  

As in previous years, in 2019, CSOs had access to 

assistance, training, and informational resources from 

intermediary support organizations (ISOs) and resource 

centers such as EPF, NGOC, Partnership and Teaching 

NGO, TIAC, and the Infotun (information house) 

network. A portal developed under the CSO DePo 

Project in 2016 continues to host CSO-related 

information, announcements, and resources in a single 

location. CSOs in both Yerevan and other regions have 

access to capacity-building activities and training 

opportunities. ISOs and resource centers provide some 

paid services to CSOs, while other services are provided 

for free with support from donor-funded projects.  

There were not any significant re-granting programs in 

2019. A major re-granting program—the EU-funded 

CCD program implemented by ALA—came to an end in 2019․  

Fifteen CSO coalitions comprising a total of 260 member organizations were created within the framework of the 

EU-funded CCD project. These coalitions signed memorandums of understanding and agreements with relevant 

governmental entities outlining future areas of cooperation. In 2019, CCD awarded nine sub-grants worth 

approximately AMD 8.5 million (approximately $17,800) each to the newly created coalitions to strengthen and 

develop their technical and institutional capacities. Anecdotal evidence suggests that as of 2019, all fifteen coalitions 

were still active. For example, the Armenian Business Coalition participated in the creation of Business Platform, 

the Armenian National Health Council is implementing a new project with funding from the US embassy, and the 

Agricultural Alliance of Armenia continues to conduct advocacy efforts to improve the legislative framework for 

cooperatives. Ten of these coalitions established the Constructive Dialogue Network of Armenian CSOs in 

February 2019. The CSO DePo endline survey confirms that CSOs are more willing to participate in coalitions, 

networks, or groups: in 2019, 80 percent of surveyed CSOs expressed a willingness to join such bodies, compared 

with only 50 percent in 2015. The study also reported that 67 percent of surveyed CSOs state that they are 

members of a coalition, network, or group.  

Available capacity-building and training programs cover diverse aspects of organizational management, including 

strategic management, financial management, fundraising, social entrepreneurship, research methods and need 

assessments, constituency building, and advocacy. In November 2018, the American University of Armenia (AUA) 

launched a certificate program in nonprofit management within the framework of the Bridge for CSOs program. By 

the end of 2019, representatives of nearly sixty CSOs from Yerevan and other regions had participated in this 

program. CRRC-Armenia organized two summer schools in 2019 aimed at building the research capacities of 

actors involved in the promotion of a stronger civil society and evidence-based policy development. The Faculty of 

International Relations at Yerevan State University hosts a six month-long intensive academic course on CSO 

management. Private entities also provide training opportunities on non-governmental management. For instance, 

in 2019, Profmind organized ten training sessions on grant proposal development and social entrepreneurship, with 

twelve CSO representatives participating in each session.  

CSOs have collaborated extensively with the government since the recent political reforms. For example, the 

Varodi Ynker Public Organization and several informal groups actively collaborate with the government and police 

to implement new traffic safety regulations; the media also actively participate in these efforts. The government 

started working with World Vision Armenia and the My Step Foundation to help vulnerable and underprivileged 

families overcome extreme poverty. The media actively covered this initiative to increase public awareness of the 

issue. CSOs also form some partnerships with the business sector. For example, Pahapan Development 

Foundation sells agricultural products from the Tavush region to restaurants and cafes in Yerevan, and then uses 

the income generated to create safer places for about 10,000 children living in border villages in the Tavush region. 
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PUBLIC IMAGE: 3.7 

The public image of CSOs did not change significantly in 

2019․ While CSOs were increasingly visible after the 

2018 political transition, they were also the subject of 

widely disseminated negative publications and 

disinformation campaigns often led by supporters of the 

previous regime.  

Positive media coverage of CSOs has increased at the 

national level, especially on traditional TV channels. In 

addition, CSO representatives are more frequently 

invited to participate in media discussions on television. 

Several media platforms, such as Article 3 Club (run by 

For Equal Rights), Media Center (managed by the Public 

Journalism Club), Azatutyun Radio Station/US, Civilnet 

Armenian online newspaper, Factor TV, and the Infocom 

information committee, provide the public with 

information on the important role that CSOs play in the country. Several USAID-funded initiatives, including CSO 

DePo and the Media for Informed Civic Engagement (MICE) project, have also promoted cooperation between the 

media and civil society and increased media interest in the social impact of civil society. 

Armenian society was polarized in 2019 between  those with liberal views who largely support the new authorities 

(known as the “whites”) against representatives and supporters of the old regime (known as the “blacks”), who 

generally support traditional values. After the revolution, anti-revolutionary forces depicted the current 

government as anti-family values or anti-Christian. CSOs were subject to negative characterizations such as “grant 

eaters” or “grant-chasing,” and were accused of “destroying national values” and “promoting foreign agendas.” 

Notably, groups and media supporting the previous regime widely used the term “Sorosian” to profile and accuse 

several CSOs of promoting foreign agendas aimed at destroying national values and infringing on traditional family 

values. These efforts have impacted the perception of the CSO sector among the larger public, even though there 

were several investigative publications explaining the origins of the campaign against CSOs and the government. 

According to the Public Opinion Survey: Residents of Armenia, conducted in September-October 2019 for the 

International Republican Institute (IRI), 52 percent of respondents had favorable opinions of CSOs, while 32 

percent had unfavorable opinions.  This represents an improvement over the past year: in the same poll conducted 

in the fall of 2018, 46 percent of respondents considered the work of NGOs and CSOs favorable, while 38 

percent considered it unfavorable. 

Following the Velvet Revolution, the state authorities’ perception of CSOs improved significantly. Many CSO 

representatives and former civic activists took positions in the post-revolutionary government and parliament, 

which positively impacted the government’s perception of CSOs both as service providers and advocates. The 

business sector’s perception of CSOs has not significantly changed since pre-revolutionary times. Most businesses 

still only have a limited understanding of the CSO sector and have set up their own charity and social initiatives, 

thereby bypassing CSOs.  

A growing number of CSOs promote the results and impact of their work. CSOs increasingly use social media, 

especially Facebook and Instagram, as well as live streams and data visualization tools in order to raise public 

awareness of their activities. However, most CSOs still lack systematic approaches on how to use social media.  

Only a few relatively large CSOs have adopted codes of ethics or try to demonstrate transparency in their 

operations by publishing annual reports or other relevant information. Foundations are required to publish annual 

reports on state-administered websites, while public organizations are required to publish reports only when 

receiving public funds. When published, these reports tend to be generic and lack details regarding CSOs’ 

operations or financing. 
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AZERBAIJAN1  
 

OVERALL CSO SUSTAINABILITY: 5.9

 
Civic freedoms continued to be highly restricted in Azerbaijan in 2019. According to Amnesty International, “The 

rights to freedom of expression and peaceful assembly remained suppressed [in Azerbaijan] as dissenting voices 

were silenced and imprisoned, and peaceful protests were violently dispersed by police.” Human Rights Watch 

notes that, “The space for independent activism, critical journalism, and opposition political activity [in Azerbaijan] 

has been virtually extinguished as so many activists, human rights defenders, and journalists have been arrested and 

jailed, and laws and regulations restricting the activities of independent groups and their ability to secure funding 

adopted.”  

At the same time, several positive developments took place in 2019. In March, for example, President Ilham Aliyev 

pardoned more than 400 people convicted of crimes, including more than fifty members of the opposition, human 

rights defenders, journalists, and others considered by international rights organizations to be political prisoners. 

However, according to Human Rights Watch, at least thirty others remained wrongfully imprisoned, while 

authorities regularly targeted its critics and other dissenting voices. Also in March, the Supreme Court lifted the 

probation conditions and travel ban imposed on Ilgar Mammadov, a political activist. President Aliyev also initiated 

several changes in the government aimed at economic and political modernization, including replacing the prime 

minister and the minister of economy.  

Overall CSO sustainability in Azerbaijan did not change significantly in 2019 and remains highly impeded. However, 

the government’s relationship with CSOs improved somewhat, contributing to positive developments in the 

financial viability and advocacy dimensions. CSOs had more access to public funding and the government continued 

to register grants, donations, and foreign service contracts, which had a positive impact on the sector’s financial 

viability. While still limited, CSO advocacy improved, with some government entities demonstrating increased 

willingness to collaborate with CSOs, enabling a broader range of CSOs to participate in decision-making 

processes. In addition, CSO leaders were registered as candidates for the parliamentary elections in February 

2020. Meanwhile, CSOs continued to operate in a restrictive environment in which they find it difficult to obtain 

legal status and register foreign grants and are required to receive permission from the authorities to organize 

public events in the regions.  

 
 
1 Parts of the introduction and legal environment section were not authored by the implementing partner and contain text 

inserted by other contributors during the editing process. 

Capital: Baku 

Population: 10,205,810 

GDP per capita (PPP): $17,500 

Human Development Index: High (0.754) 

Freedom in the World: Not Free (10/100) 
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According to official information, in 2019 the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) registered one branch of a foreign NGO and 

109 local CSOs (compared to 169 in 2018), bringing the total number of registered non-commercial entities to 

more than 4,500. There are also several hundred unregistered groups in the country. During the year, five CSOs 

voluntarily suspended their activity and seven, including one branch of a foreign NGO, voluntarily terminated their 

legal status.  

LEGAL ENVIRONMENT: 6.4 

The legal environment governing CSOs in Azerbaijan did 

not change significantly in 2019. CSOs continue to 

operate under a restrictive environment in which they 

face many obstacles to their operations. Key legal acts 

regulating CSOs in Azerbaijan include the Civil Code, 

Law on Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), Law 

on State Registration of Legal Entities and State Registry, 

the Tax Code, and various decisions of the Cabinet of 

Ministers.  

The registration of CSOs, including foreign CSOs, 

continues to be difficult. The process is lengthy, 

sometimes taking months, and MoJ often takes a 

subjective approach based on the mission of an 

organization or its founders. While an online government 

services portal created in 2018 contains detailed 

information on how to register a CSO with MoJ, it did not result in any measurable improvements to the 

registration process in 2019.  

Rules adopted in 2015 require CSOs to register foreign grants, domestic and foreign donations, and foreign service 

contracts with MoJ. CSOs continue to register grants through the one-stop shop system introduced in 2017. 

According to official statistics from MoJ, 1,177 grants, 86 service contracts, and 692 donations were registered 

during 2019, a decrease from a total of 2,289 grants, service contracts, and donations registered in 2018. No data 

is available on the precise sources of this funding or amounts of these awards. The registration of foreign service 

contracts continues to be much easier and faster than the registration of foreign grants. The registration of grants 

from the state budget is a straightforward process and CSOs have no problems with it. Some CSOs register 

independent businesses in order to avoid grant registration requirements. 

In 2019, MoJ opened a new CSO service center in Baku in which CSOs can receive consultations on legal matters, 

submit applications for funding approvals and changes in the organization using e-templates, and meet with ministry 

officials. In 2019, the USAID-funded Empowering Civil Society Organizations for. Transparency (ECSOFT) project 

and MoJ organized information sessions for CSOs in the regions of Ganja, Guba, Gabala, Shirvan, and Baku on the 

obligations of CSOs stemming from legislation on money laundering. These events marked the first time that MoJ’s 

chief of unit on work with CSOs personally travelled to the regions to meet with CSOs and answer their 

questions related to the legislation and its enforcement.  

The NGO Support Council created a new online platform for CSOs called SELIS in 2019. Through this platform, 

CSOs have access to twenty e-services, including online submission of projects, online evaluation, and online 

reporting. It also enables citizens to provide feedback on project proposals submitted by CSOs to the NGO 

Support Council for financing.  

According to official data that CSOs confirmed, there were no cases of MoJ involuntarily dissolving a CSO during 

the year. The so-called NGO Case of 2014, in which several foreign and local CSOs were charged with violations 

of the criminal code, was closed for many organizations, although it remained open for others, such as the 

American Bar Association. In addition, the number of inspections conducted by MoJ decreased from eight in 2018 

to five in 2019, and there were no instances of local or foreign CSOs being fined by MoJ during the year. However, 

MoJ issued thirty-four warnings to CSOs in 2019, up from just two in 2018 and thirty-three in 2017. Unwritten 

rules to obtain approval from the local executive authorities prior to organizing any public events in the regions 

continue to have a chilling effect on CSOs.  
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Freedom of expression and assembly continued to be restricted in Azerbaijan in 2019. According to Human Rights 

Watch, “Azerbaijan effectively imposes a blanket ban on protests in the central areas of Baku and instead offers 

demonstrators a remote location on the outskirts of the city for rallies.” In October, police violently broke up 

three unsanctioned, peaceful protests in central Baku, and arrested and beat protesters who called for the release 

of political prisoners and for free and fair elections and protested growing unemployment and economic injustice 

in the country. According to a report of the Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, “no progress has 

been made regarding the protection of freedom of expression,” and “journalists and social media activists who 

express dissent or criticism of the authorities are continuously deprived of their liberty on a variety of charges” 

that defy credibility.   

There were no known cases in 2019 in which a CSO won a case against the government in a local court. However, 

in July 2019, the European Court of Human Rights issued a decision in the case Jafarov and others v. Azerbaijan, 

which centered around the denial of CSO registration. The European Court found that MoJ had violated the right 

to freedom of association and had not complied with the domestic laws’ requirements on registration. In 

particular, instead of notifying the applicant of all the omissions in its application after the first review, as required 

by law, MoJ found a new omission with each successive request. 

In 2019, simplified legal proceeding were introduced for civil cases in which the cost of claims is less than AZN 

2,000 (approximately $1,200), and the cost of claims for economic disputes is less than AZN 10,000 

(approximately $5,800). This may save CSOs involved in such disputes both money and time. In addition, the Law 

on Mediation, adopted in March 2019, allows CSOs to become mediator organizations and civil society 

representatives to become individual mediators. This may help CSOs to improve their public image and resolve 

legal disputes in a shorter time and at a lower cost without going to court. 

CSOs are exempt from income tax on income from grants, donations, and membership fees.  In December 2018, 

changes were made to the Tax Code that introduce a 10 percent income tax deduction for commercial companies 

making donations to CSOs specialized in science, education, health, sports, or culture. However, the government 

did not adopt a mechanism to implement this benefit in 2019. These changes also simplified the reports that CSOs 

must submit to the Tax and Social Protection Fund. A Decision of the Cabinet of Ministers of Azerbaijan in 2019 

annulled the exemption that CSO staff received from paying taxes on their salaries if financed through grants 

received from the state budget; the exemption continues to be valid in relation to foreign grants. Also, beginning 

January 1, 2019, humanitarian organizations are no longer exempt from paying 15 percent of their local staff 

salaries to the pension fund.  

New accounting rules for CSOs came into effect in 2019. The Ministry of Finance (MoF) and the Young 

Accountants’ Union, a local CSO, organized pro bono training sessions for CSO accountants to familiarize them 

with the new accounting rules. CSOs did not raise any major concerns in regard to their enforcement. 

CSOs are allowed to earn income through the provision of goods and services, including by charging fees or 

establishing social enterprises. CSOs can compete for government procurements and engage in fundraising 

campaigns as long as they follow the rules on donations. 

CSOs have various opportunities to receive legal assistance, including through NGO Azerbaijan, a mobile app 

covering issues related to CSO legislation such as registration, regulation of income, taxation, and reporting; a 

Facebook page called NGO Legislation (QHT Qanunvericiliyi); www.e-qanun.az, an online portal that includes all 

legal acts in Azerbaijan; and MoJ’s service center in Baku. In addition, a leading specialist in CSO legislation 

continues to teach a course called NGOs and Human Rights at the Law Faculty of Baku State University. Every 

year, five to ten students complete this course before continuing their careers with CSOs or government. There 

continued to be reported cases of independent advocates facing intimidation and arbitrary disbarment in 2019.  

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY: 6.1 

CSOs’ organizational capacity did not change in 2019. With the exception of regional NGO resource centers, the 

organizational capacity of regional CSOs continues to be significantly weaker than that of organizations in the 

capital because of their more limited access to funding (both foreign and domestic), legal and administrative 

barriers, and weak human capital.  

http://www.e-qanun.az/
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CSOs find it extremely difficult to establish direct 

contact with constituencies in the regions due to the 

need to receive permission from authorities in order to 

organize public events. CSOs make broad use of social 

media, which provides an opportunity to communicate 

with their constituents freely.  

Active CSOs in Baku, as well as some larger CSOs in the 

regions, adhere to their missions to the extent that 

funding allows. Smaller organizations pay less attention 

to their missions. As CSOs have few long-term funding 

prospects, strategic planning is almost impossible. As a 

result, very few CSOs develop strategic plans.  

While the majority of CSOs have some written policies 

to guide their work, these are rarely implemented in 

practice. As such, few CSOs have a true separation of 

powers. The roles of boards or councils of trustees are often limited to satisfying reporting requirements.  

Because they have limited funding, most CSOs operate without full-time staff and have limited access to lawyers, 

accountants, IT managers, and other key personnel. Instead, CSO leaders often perform several of these functions. 

The number of volunteers continuously increases. According to the Charities Aid Foundation’s 2019 World Giving 

Index, which aggregates data over the past ten years, an average of 20 percent of respondents in Azerbaijan 

reported volunteering. A growing number of state bodies involve volunteers in their work. In 2019, the Youth 

Fund organized more than 100 events with the participation of 15,000 volunteers, many of which were mobilized 

through youth CSOs, throughout the country. Subsequently, 2020 was announced as a “year of volunteerism” in 

Azerbaijan.  

CSO leaders often use their private residences as their offices, particularly in the regions. Possession of vehicles is 

a luxury that only a few CSOs can afford. Organizations operating in towns with functioning and reasonably 

equipped NGO Resource Centers can use their facilities for events and their day-to-day work free of charge. 

Although CSOs’ equipment is generally outdated, they make broad use of the internet, which is available in Baku 

and the regions, to learn about legislative changes, new funding opportunities, and other important information 

affecting their work. 

FINANCIAL VIABILITY: 6.4 

CSO financial viability improved slightly in 2019 as public 

funding opportunities increased and the government 

continued to register foreign funding. 

MoJ continued to register foreign grants, service 

contracts, and donations in 2019. While no official data is 

available on the source of these funds, according to 

CSOs, MoJ registered grants from the Embassy of Japan 

valued at $1.7 million, seven grants from the United 

Nations worth a total of $1 million, six grants from the 

European Union (EU), and two from USAID. Grants 

from the Black Sea Trust, the Embassy of Canada, and 

the Eurasia Foundation were also registered. Some of 

these grants involve sub-grants to other CSOs.  

Over the past few years, many CSOs have started to 

receive foreign funding through affiliated commercial 

entities and individual service contracts. Some CSOs note that their grant history has suffered as a result of this 

practice, making them ineligible for large donor grants.  
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Funding from the NGO Support Council and Youth Fund continue to be the key funding sources for most active 

organizations. In 2019, the NGO Support Council financed 568 projects valued at nearly AZN 4 million 

(approximately $2.3 million), approximately the same amount it awarded in 2018. The Youth Fund did not provide 

statistics about its funding of CSOs in 2019. Other significant government donors include the State Fund for 

Support to the Development of Mass Media (which ran four funding competitions for journalists on its own, as well 

as six joint competitions with other state authorities in 2019) and the Science Development Fund. In 2019, a total 

of eighteen government bodies awarded grants to CSOs, compared to twelve in 2018. New agencies included the 

Baku Transportation Agency and Baku International Multiculturalism Center. In 2019, grant competitions were 

held in areas including civil society strengthening, cultural diversity, human rights, human trafficking, women’s 

rights, rights of internally displaced people (IDPs) and refugees, rights of the disabled, environmental protection, 

education, culture, and history. 

In general, the government advertises calls for funding online and shares them in the media. The NGO Support 

Council has the most transparent grant procedures. In 2019, it continued to implement a number of electronic 

novelties in its grant application and administration procedures, including an e-system to schedule contract signing; 

e-submission of project reports; and e-communication between the project team and the NGO Support Council’s 

staff. In addition, the NGO Support Council often organizes public discussions with CSOs in order to collect ideas 

for grant topics. It also involves three independent experts to review the project proposals submitted by CSOs. In 

practice, funding from the NGO Support Council is available to all CSOs, with the exception of unregistered 

groups that are not eligible to apply as they do not have bank accounts. However, large CSOs are generally not 

interested in the small grants offered by the NGO Support Council.  

The government continues to introduce the use of social contracting—outsourcing of social services—to CSOs. 

The Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of the Population (MLSPP) is still the only ministry awarding social 

contracts. In 2018, it awarded eighteen social contracts to CSOs; it did not disclose how many social contracts it 

awarded to CSOs in 2019.  

CSOs’ income from membership fees, local donations, commercial tenders, and local and international business 

continues to be low. There is no legal regulation of cash boxes, which discourages many CSOs from using them. 

However, some CSOs still do so at their own risk.  

The majority of CSOs, particularly regional CSOs, do not have strong financial management systems. Few CSOs 

publish annual financial reports with financial statements, despite the fact that they must submit this information to 

MoF.  

In 2019, some CSOs continued to have issues with banks. For example, some banks requested copies of contracts 

for all wires received and proof of funding registration from MoJ and refused to issue debit and credit cards to 

CSOs. 

Under ECSOFT, an international workshop on Financial Action Task Force (FATF) standards related to CSOs’ 

obligations stemming from money laundering and financing of terrorism was held in 2019 with the participation of 

dozens of CSOs. MoJ and ECSOFT also published a special publication explaining this legislation to CSOs and 

providing sample documents for compliance. 

ADVOCACY: 5.5 

CSO advocacy improved slightly in 2019 as CSOs had more opportunities to interact with the government on 

policy issues. However, CSOs that the government views as affiliated with the opposition or that focus on issues 

such as political prisoners and government corruption are still largely unable to engage in advocacy.  

CSO-government cooperation channels widened during the year, with CSOs providing more policy 

recommendations and participating in public councils, discussions, and working groups. For example, a new unit on 

work with CSOs and the media was set up in the President’s Office in 2019. CSOs view this office as a potentially 

effective mechanism to raise their concerns at the highest level. Some government entities also demonstrated 

increased willingness to collaborate with CSOs, enabling a broader range of CSOs to participate in decision-making 

processes. For example, for the first time ever, representatives of MoJ traveled to the regions to meet with CSOs 

and increase their awareness of the legislation regarding money laundering and grant registration; they also 

consulted with CSOs on several occasions.  
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The 2014 Law on Public Participation provides a legal 

basis for citizens to participate in governance through 

various mechanisms, including public councils, which 

serve as consultative bodies to the government. In 2019, 

more than twelve state bodies—including Azerbaijan 

Service and Assessment Network (ASAN), MLSPP, MoJ, 

State Migration Service, and the Committee on Women, 

Children and Family Affairs—had public councils with 

CSO members. The process for setting up the public 

council in the Ministry of Health was completed in 2019. 

These councils operate with various degrees of 

efficiency, but in general their capacity continues to 

increase. In July, the USAID-funded ECSOFT Project 

organized an international conference on public councils 

that brought together representatives of fourteen state 

bodies and all existing public councils to discuss the 

challenges they face and to formulate recommendations for increasing the effectiveness of public councils in 

Azerbaijan. President Aliyev noted the importance of public control over activities of state bodies several times in 

his speeches during the year. 

The practice of organizing public discussions of draft laws with the participation of independent experts and CSOs 

improved to some degree in 2019. For example, the Tax Ministry invited CSOs engaged in the economic field to 

participate in two events to discuss draft changes to tax legislation; their recommendations were taken into 

account in the final draft. However, consultations with CSOs regarding draft legislation are still not organized 

consistently. In particular, the Cabinet of Ministers never holds public discussions with CSOs, even on issues that 

directly affect them. For example, CSOs were not consulted about the decision to annul the exemption that 

humanitarian organizations previously received from contributing to the pension fund. However, MG Consulting, a 

local law company and local implementing partner for the CSO Sustainability Index, organized a discussion with 

relevant stakeholders on this issue and submitted recommendations to the government. The NGO Forum 

organized two public discussions on CSO issues, including registration of CSOs and grants, and sent a letter to 

President Aliyev asking for improvements to the legal environment governing CSOs.  

Two other advocacy instruments—the possibility for 40,000 citizens to initiate a law and mahalla committees 

(voluntary unions of local residents under the Law on the Status of Municipalities)—remain underutilized due to 

the lack of relevant mechanisms and practices.  

In 2019, the government of Azerbaijan demonstrated its willingness to re-activate its status in the Open 

Government Partnership (OGP), which was suspended in 2016 due to unresolved constraints on civil society and 

actively cooperated with civil society to this end. In 2019, CSOs provided public feedback on government bodies’ 

services and performance, participated in public councils, raised public awareness, and organized public discussions. 

Azerbaijan’s status in OGP had still not been reactivated by the end of 2019.  

At the end of 2019, more than twenty CSO leaders submitted their candidacy for the February 2020 parliamentary 

elections, all of which were registered by the Central Election Commission. This demonstrated the government’s 

greater openness towards CSOs compared to previous elections.   

Despite these improvements, CSO advocacy continues to be limited, especially in the regions. Existing CSO 

advocacy platforms include the National NGO Forum, Anticorruption Coalition, South Caucasus Women 

Congress, National Platform of the Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum (EaP CSF), and OGP Platform. 

Advocacy capacity is limited mostly to Baku-based CSOs. In the regions, CSOs’ capacity to advocate is also limited 

by the de facto requirement to obtain approval from the local executive authorities prior to organizing any public 

events.  

Social media usage is increasing in Azerbaijan, and social networks present great potential as an advocacy tool. 

However, regional CSOs are not well-versed in the use of social media and even Baku-based CSOs do not make 

full use of this medium.  

While CSOs continue to engage in advocacy on the international arena, including by contributing to various 

country reports, statements, and articles, a lack of funding continued to limit these efforts in 2019.  
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On several occasions, largely within the OGP Platform, CSOs discussed and proposed legislative changes aimed at 

loosening the restrictive environment in which they operate, with an emphasis on increasing access to foreign 

funding. 

SERVICE PROVISION: 5.4 

CSO service provision did not change significantly in 

2019.  

CSOs receive significant support from the government to 

provide services in the areas of social care, health, 

education, and legal aid. In addition, CSOs provide 

services in a diverse range of areas including research, 

assessment, monitoring, and training services for other 

CSOs, international and foreign CSOs, businesses, and 

academia. According to official statistics, CSOs organized 

a total of 459 trainings on topics such as human rights, 

awareness raising, and women’s leadership under 

projects implemented with funding from the NGO 

Support Council in 2019. These events were attended by 

12,281 persons. CSOs did not offer any new types of 

services in 2019.  

CSOs prefer to register their funding as service contracts rather than grants due to the relative ease of the 

registration process for service contracts. Some CSOs also provide services by concluding service contracts with 

donors or other customers through affiliated commercial organizations or individuals. The number of such 

contracts was said to increase in 2019 despite the fact that the legislative framework for the registration of service 

contracts did not change.  

Some CSOs are able to offer fee-based services, usually focused on the provision of consultations and technical 

assistance. The clients for such services are usually academia, international organizations, business agencies, and the 

government; local communities generally are not financially able to pay for services.    

The 2012 Law on Social Services provides a framework for the state to engage in social contracting with CSOs, 

although it is still not widely used. State orders for the provision of social services are easier than grants in terms 

of their legalization and registration. 

SECTORAL INFRASTRUCTURE: 5.8 

The infrastructure supporting the CSO sector did not change significantly in 2019.  

NGO Resource Centers in Baku, Guba, Gabala, Mingachevir, Shamkir, and Shirvan continue to provide technical 

and infrastructure support and arrange training programs for local CSOs. Regional NGO Resource Centers 

provide fee-based services to Baku-based organizations related to the organization of events and contacts with 

regional CSOs. The government has noted the efficacy of these centers and in 2019 the NGO Support Council 

awarded grants of up to AZN 30,000 (approximately $17,500) for Baku-based resource centers and AZN 20,000 

(approximately $11,500) for region-based centers.  

CSOs confirmed that in 2019, a variety of venues, including the International Press Center in Baku, Olympic 

Complexes, H. Aliyev Centers, Youth Centers, and Baku Congress Center, continued to offer space for CSO 

events, both in the capital city and the regions. CSOs use these venues either for free or at discounted rates, 

although the use of these spaces may still be selectively denied to critical voices. The Women Resource Centers 

(WRC) and Baku NGO Resource Center also offer pro bono meeting facilities for CSO activities. 

There are several national CSO platforms, including the National CSO Forum, which was established in 1999 with 

675 CSOs, and the independent Azerbaijan National Platform of the EaP CSF, which was established in 2009 and 
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unites sixty-three CSOs. Thematic coalitions also bring 

together CSOs focused on issues such as children’s 

rights and the rights of disabled persons.  

The NGO Support Council, Azerbaijan Anti-Corruption 

Academy, Bank Training Center, and MG Consulting all 

offer local training opportunities and materials in the 

Azerbaijani language on such topics as proposal writing, 

report writing, and project management. The NGO 

Council held twenty-two trainings for CSOs in 2019, 

mostly on its e-services, with the attendance of more 

than 600 CSO representatives. The ECSOFT project 

conducted a survey among the CSO members of the 

public councils that currently operate under twelve state 

bodies in order to identify training needs that will be 

addressed in 2020. 

CSOs were able to form some intersectoral partnerships with the government in 2019. Most notably, the OGP 

Platform unites ten public agencies and forty-four CSOs. In 2019, the Platform organized several discussions 

between CSOs and state bodies and participated closely in shaping the National Action Plan which was approved 

by President Aliyev in February 2020. No partnerships between CSOs and businesses or media are known to exist. 

PUBLIC IMAGE: 5.7 

The CSO sector’s public image did not change 

significantly in 2019.  

In general, civil society activities are not covered on TV, 

with the exception of one program on civil society that 

airs on Public TV. Online media, on the other hand, 

covered many CSO activities in 2019, including 

awareness raising, training, and publications. In addition, 

regional newspapers publish a number of articles about 

CSO activities in the region. Understanding of the 

concept of social advertising continues to increase, but as 

a rule, CSOs must pay commercial rates to promote 

their issues on TV.  

Many CSOs still are associated only with the names of 

their leaders. Media often interview CSO leaders as 

individual experts rather than as CSO representatives, 

furthering the sector’s personality-driven image.  

In 2019, specialized CSO media, such as the Civil Society Journal, www.qht.az, and www.qhtxeber.az, received 

support from the NGO Support Council to cover CSO activities. The NGO Support Council also gave nine 

awards to journalists for articles related to the e-services available through SELIS. Also with funding from the 

NGO Support Council, CSOs created a total of fifty-five TV programs, sixty-two social videos, thirty-eight films, 

and eighteen webpages. 

In general, government perception of CSOs continues to be mixed, depending significantly both on the CSO 

leader, the issue, and the individual state official. In 2019, however, the government displayed a somewhat warmer 

relationship towards CSOs. In addition to the government’s increasing collaboration with CSOs, described above, 

at the instruction of the First Lady of Azerbaijan, a private jet was allocated to transport pro-opposition CSO 

leader Oqtay Gulaliyev for urgent treatment in Turkey after he was hit by a taxi in Baku. The government also 

covered all expenses related to his treatment in Turkey. These actions were viewed as a strong message to 

officials to be more tolerant and open to CSOs. In addition, one of the first things the newly appointed 

Ombudsperson did was to meet with CSOs.  

http://www.qht.az/
http://www.qhtxeber.az/
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According to an online survey of twenty-two respondents conducted by MG Consulting to collect information for 

the CSO Sustainability Index, 52 percent of respondents noted that CSO relations with the business sector did not 

change in 2019. Two-thirds (67 percent) of respondents noted that the public perception of CSOs improved. 

As CSOs cannot afford to hire dedicated public relations (PR) staff, they rely on volunteers or leaders to develop 

and implement PR strategies. CSOs use social media, such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, more than TV or 

print media to share information about their work. Online NGO TV (www.qhttv.az) regularly posts videos and 

news related to CSOs; more than 2,400 people subscribe to this portal. In addition, there is a webpage, 

www.qhtfilm.az, that posts films developed by CSOs on topics such as youth, social issues, IDPs, and the disabled. 

Online OGP TV had several programs devoted to CSO issues in 2019. In one of them, the CSO Sustainability 

Index was discussed.  

Many CSOs still lack webpages and fail to publish annual reports. To address these problems, two online portals 

enable CSOs to post information about their activities pro bono. One of these portals (www.qht.az) has an online 

database of CSOs and CSO leaders. CSOs do not broadly adopt or adhere to codes of ethics.

http://www.qhttv.az/
http://www.qhtfilm.az/
http://www.qht.az/
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BELARUS 
 

OVERALL CSO SUSTAINABILITY: 5.5

 
CSOs in Belarus continued to operate in a difficult environment in 2019. In parliamentary elections held in 

November, opposition candidates and representatives of democratic CSOs failed to win any seats. The authorities 

continued to harass CSO activists, journalists, bloggers, and opposition figures through the use of fines, preventive 

detentions, and administrative arrests, especially in the run-up to the parliamentary elections and during December 

protests against the country’s “deeper integration” with Russia.  

CSO sustainability deteriorated slightly in 2019, driven by a decline in organizational capacity.  While this remains 

the sector’s strongest dimension, in recent years internal capacity development has become less of a priority for 

CSOs. CSOs continue to operate in an unfavorable legal environment, depend largely on international grants, and 

have very limited opportunities to influence the decision-making process. Nevertheless, many CSOs undertook 

efforts to increase their visibility in 2019, and authorities showed some openness to the demands of active civic 

groups. CSOs were threatened by growing Russian propaganda both online and on TV in 2019.  

As of January 1, 2020, there were 2,995 registered public associations, including 227 international, 785 national, 

and 1,983 local associations, as well as 43,545 registered branches of public associations in Belarus. Other 

registered entities included 25 trade unions, 40 unions (associations) of public associations, 217 foundations, and 7 

national governmental public associations. During 2019, 98 new public associations, one union of public 

associations, and 9 new foundations were registered. A growing number of CSOs register as nonprofit 

establishments, which are subject to a much simpler registration process than that for other types of organizations. 

However, no data is available about the number of such organizations.  

LEGAL ENVIRONMENT: 6.6 

The legal environment for CSOs did not change significantly in 2019 and continues to be highly restrictive. 

According to the CSO Meter survey conducted by the Assembly of NGOs and Legal Transformation Center 

Lawtrend, the majority of organizations (79 percent) consider it difficult to operate in Belarus and 73 percent of 

CSOs face obstacles in their activities imposed by the authorities. A number of legal initiatives were considered 

during the year, only some of which were adopted.  

In December 2018, parliament abolished Article 193.1 of the Criminal Code, which criminalized the activity of 

unregistered CSOs. This change went into effect in July 2019. However, the ban on the activity of unregistered 

CSOs remained in force, and violations are subject to fines under Article 23.88 of the Code of Administrative 

Capital: Minsk 

Population: 9,477,918 

GDP per capita (PPP): $18,900 

Human Development Index: Very High (0.817) 

Freedom in the World: Not Free (19/100) 
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Offences. According to the law, such fines do not require 

court hearings. There were no reports of unregistered 

CSOs being fined in 2019.  

Highly restrictive draft amendments were proposed to 

the Law on Public Associations in 2019. The amendments 

would ban a CSO from using a private house as its official 

address for registration, require CSOs to publish financial 

statements, and obligate national-level associations to 

have registered branches in most oblasts. The 

amendments would also introduce a few positive 

changes, including broader possibilities to communicate 

with state bodies online and a reduction in the minimum 

number of founders for a republican public association 

from fifty to forty. The government organized a public 

discussion on the amendments and the Ministry of Justice 

created a special working group comprising representatives of a broad range of CSOs, though the group did not 

include all interested CSOs. Nevertheless, the draft law introduced in the parliament in December still had all the 

norms criticized by CSOs.   

The draft law also failed to change the existing procedure for registering public associations, which allows the 

government to refuse registration to any organization with which it is “uncomfortable.”  The government uses this 

provision to refuse registration to unwanted CSOs. In 2019, the government refused to register the public 

associations Ecobrest and Immortal Regiment. In April, the Supreme Court upheld the Ministry of Justice’s decision 

not to register Dzeja Research and Enlightenment Public Association, even though the court found that two of the 

three grounds for refusing registration were baseless. This situation demonstrates that that judicial appeal is not an 

effective way to protect the rights of CSOs.  

Many new CSOs are formed as nonprofit establishments. This type of organization is also subject to arbitrary 

restrictions. For example, the government often uses the process of approving an establishment’s name to impede 

the registration of unwanted organizations.  

Under current legislation, a CSO must receive a government permit for each foreign donation. A separate permit 

is required to exempt the assistance from taxes. The government maintains an exhaustive list of acceptable 

purposes for foreign and domestic support; the list does not include human rights activities, gender equality, or 

many other CSO goals. According to the law, in some cases violations of the complicated procedure of obtaining 

approval for foreign assistance are punishable by imprisonment for a term of up to two years.  

CSOs do not always make information public about instances in which their applications to register foreign funding 

are rejected for fear of cultivating a negative image with the government and increasing the likelihood that future 

projects will be refused registration. During the year, however, at least two CSOs announced that they would 

return funds received from foreign donors because the Department for Humanitarian Activities refused to register 

their projects. One of them was the Center for Promotion of Women’s Rights – Her Rights, which returned 

funding to USAID for a project focused on the empowerment of women and girls.  

In 2019, the government considered draft presidential acts regulating international assistance and assistance from 

domestic business sources. While the public does not have access to the most recent versions of these acts, the 

legislation allegedly retains the existing procedures for registering foreign assistance. 

CSOs face restrictions to the freedom of peaceful assembly, dissemination of opinions, and access to information 

about the activity of state agencies. In some cases, CSOs are subject to arbitrary arrests, searches of their offices, 

and other forms of harassment. The Law on Mass Events, which was adopted in July 2018, came into force on 

January 26, 2019. The law allows mass events to be organized through a simple notification process, rather than 

requiring advance permission, as long as they are held in venues designated for that purpose by local authorities, 

which are often remote or inaccessible. The concept of a “mass event” specified in the law is overly broad and 

now includes cultural and entertainment events, thus CSOs also need to obtain permits to organize tourist rallies, 

summer camps, and other events. Moreover, the government issued a decree at the beginning of 2019 that 

introduced a mandatory fee—which was quite high—for services to maintain public order during such events. As a 

result of these new legal provisions, the number of meetings, rallies, and demonstrations organized by CSOs 
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declined dramatically in 2019. The authorities banned a demonstration and rally by the BPF Party and Amaroka 

CSO on Freedom Day, March 24, at Dynamo Stadium. Organizers of the Chernobyl Way rally chose not to 

organize this annual event in 2019 because of the high rates for the services of militia. During the year, the 

authorities repeatedly banned events proposed by the March, Babe! initiative opposing domestic violence, even 

though some of these were to be organized in venues designated by the government for such events.  

According to Viasna Human Rights Center, during 2019, the government imposed administrative sanctions 571 

times in cases that involved political grounds or when citizens were exercising their civil and political rights. For 

example, the authorities imposed fines and arrested participants in the December protests against the “deeper 

integration” of Belarus and Russia.  

As in previous years, CSO activists were frequently arrested and searched, especially when entering or leaving the 

country. Authorities often confiscate data storage devices under the pretext of “checking for extremist materials.” 

In May, local Sinti and Roma organizations were subject to intense pressure based on ethnic profiling after the 

death of a road safety officer in Mahileu, allegedly at the hands of three Roma men. Over 100 Roma in the region 

were detained. As part of this effort, the head of Romano Drom CSO, Volha Niachayeva, was arrested and her 

house was searched.  

Public associations may not engage in business activities. CSOs have the right to participate in some tenders for 

social services announced by local authorities. 

CSOs have limited access to qualified legal aid, including from the Assembly of NGOs and Lawtrend. However, 

because of a general shift in donor priorities, these organizations have had to reduce the scope of free legal 

consultations.  

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY: 4.8 

In 2019, the organizational capacity of CSOs weakened 

slightly. While major CSOs have maintained their level of 

capacity and new CSOs have been established in both 

large urban areas and other parts of the country, internal 

capacity development has become less of a priority 

among both CSOs and donors. Since donor funding for 

organizational development has become scarcer, CSOs 

have to invest their own resources in order to build 

their capacities. As they lack such resources, many 

ignore capacity development altogether.  

Leading CSOs clearly identify their beneficiaries and 

potential constituents and involve them in their events 

where possible. This includes most environmental and 

membership-based organizations, like ZBS Association of 

Belarusian students, BirdLife Belarus, and Minsk Bicycle 

Association. Informal CSOs rely on their constituents to maintain their activities. In 2019, however, some CSOs 

struggled to secure the resources needed to develop their constituencies, while others reduced or ceased their 

work with constituencies altogether because of the lack of resources.  

Most CSOs follow their missions but often shift between different priorities because of their dependence on 

donors and the availability of funding. Larger and more experienced CSOs engage in strategic planning, but 

generally use outdated approaches and techniques. Unregistered initiative groups do not see much point in 

strategic planning. The majority of CSOs do not develop tools to evaluate the implementation of their strategies 

but do strive to assess the effectiveness of specific activities. A few CSOs including the Office for European 

Expertise and Communications (OEEC) measure the success of their work in a systematic manner.  

Except for nonprofit establishments, all CSOs are legally required to have boards and to define their roles and 

responsibilities in their statutes. Many organizations, however, fail to distinguish between the roles and 

responsibilities of board and staff members. As a result, in many CSOs top staff members serve on boards. Larger 

CSOs continue to develop policies and procedures for their internal management. In 2019, YMCA Belarus adopted 
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gender and inclusion policies and Association of Life-Long Education adopted a membership policy. Many CSOs, 

however, do not have such policies, which require time, professional skills, and commitment to develop and 

implement.  

Most CSOs are not able to maintain permanent staff or hire new people because they lack the necessary 

resources. Most staff is hired on a project basis. Many donors have reduced the share of budgets that can be used 

for salaries, which forces project teams to do more work for less pay. This has demotivated staff members and 

increased CSOs’ difficulties in hiring staff. Human resource practices regarding job descriptions, vacations, and 

maternity leave continue to be inadequate. Employees need to develop their skills in project management, 

monitoring and evaluation, teamwork, and advocacy, but CSOs can rarely afford to pay for their employees to 

participate in local training or take educational trips. There are few opportunities for leadership training. Some 

CSO leaders have been in their positions for decades. Leaders in youth organizations change, but these changes 

often happen so fast that newcomers have no time to learn from their predecessors.  

CSOs understand the importance of recruiting and engaging volunteers. Volunteerism is an integral component of 

the activities of some CSOs, including SOS-Children’s Villages and Viasna Human Rights Center. Human Constanta 

CSO organizes monthly meetings for its volunteers to broaden their expertise and keep them engaged. In summer 

2019, the Belarusian National Youth Council RADA organized the annual Volunteer Fest in Minsk with the 

participation of over 100 volunteers. According to the Charities Aid Foundation’s 2019 World Giving Index, the 

average percentage of Belarusian respondents who reported volunteering in the last ten years is 25 percent. 

Many CSOs outsource the professional services of accountants, IT managers, and lawyers, as they are unable to 

afford to employ them as staff members. There are few qualified accountants who understand the specifics of 

CSOs, so experienced specialists often work for several CSOs. 

CSOs actively use social media and the internet. Staff and volunteers often use personal computers and other 

equipment because many donors do not allow CSOs to use project funds to buy or upgrade their equipment. 

CSOs continue to use modern information and communications technology (ICT) including Facebook, Signal, 

Snapchat, Slack, and Telegram. VKontakte and Odnoklassniki remain the most popular social media platforms in 

Belarus. While youth CSOs and small local communities widely use VKontakte, only a few CSOs are present on 

Odnoklassniki. A few CSOs use TikTok as a channel for engaging teenagers and young people. While the use of 

ICT has brought positive changes to CSO operations, many CSOs do not have the technical abilities to fully utilize 

all the opportunities. 

FINANCIAL VIABILITY: 6.3 

Financial viability of CSOs did not change in 2019 and 

continues to be very fragile. CSOs continue to be highly 

dependent on international donors, while support from 

domestic donors is almost non-existent and few 

organizations are able to conduct income-generating 

activities.  

Legal restrictions limit CSOs’ opportunities to receive 

both foreign and local funding. CSOs must register all 

grants and donations from abroad, and presidential 

decrees and edicts specify the allowable goals for which 

CSOs can receive foreign and corporate funding. Public 

associations are not allowed to engage in entrepreneurial 

activities.  

There is no accurate data available on the amount of 

international donor assistance to Belarusian civil society 

in 2019. However, local CSOs feel that international assistance has decreased and note that donors increasingly 

distribute funds to local authorities and government-organized NGOs (GONGOs). Donors’ policies are changing 

and now increasingly require CSOs to officially register projects and provide co-funding, which makes it more 

difficult for CSOs to access this funding.  
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A growing number of organizations use their websites to raise funds from individuals and some have started to 

receive regular subscription-based donations. In 2018, Falanster NGO developed an open source tool called 

Doika, which CSOs can install on their websites to collect donations and membership dues without intermediaries 

or commission fees. In 2019, only fifteen CSOs used this tool. 

CSOs increasingly use crowdfunding mechanisms to engage citizens and collect financial support, but this is still a 

rare practice. In 2019, 218 new projects were launched on Ulej.by, the biggest crowdfunding platform; 98 of them 

successfully raised the target amount of money, collecting a total of $250,000. Ulej launched MolaMola, a new 

crowdfunding mechanism for individuals, in 2019. At the end of 2019 and beginning of 2020, the BY_help campaign 

raised more than $12,000 via MolaMola to help Belarusians fined and arrested after the December protests; this 

money was mainly used to pay administrative fines. At the same time, in May, MolaMola blocked the collection of 

money to pay the criminal fine imposed on blogger Siarhei Petrukhin, explaining that this may be regarded as an 

attempt by the perpetrator to evade the assigned punishment. The oldest Belarusian crowdfunding platform, 

Talaka.by, ceased operating in 2019.  

Governmental financial support to CSOs is mainly limited to direct and non-transparent funding of state-controlled 

organizations. Local authorities subsidize CSO social services through the state social contracting mechanism, using 

funding allocated from the central government. In 2019, the state budget allocated approximately $440,000 to 

contract CSO services in social protection and HIV prevention; a total of 123 contracts were signed. While the 

number of contracts and financial support from the state budget is increasing, this funding remains inaccessible to 

the majority of Belarusian CSOs.  

Some CSOs with established relationships with the government are able to attract in-kind support from the state, 

mainly in the form of free premises provided by local administrations. Some CSOs are able to generate revenue 

from the sale of services, including by selling tickets for public events, renting out their premises, and receiving 

contracts. However, earning income from the sale of goods and services is still a rare practice among CSOs and 

the funds collected are insufficient to ensure CSO sustainability. For instance, OEEC collected donations through 

its website and fees for educational events in 2019 but estimates that the resources received from these activities 

covered less than 5 percent of the organization’s total operational costs. 

The concept of social entrepreneurship was actively promoted in 2019, mostly through the ongoing efforts of 

ODB Brussels NGO. The group released a forty-minute film on the state of affairs in the sector; published a 

manual containing an overview of Belarusian good practices in social entrepreneurship; and, together with Dobra 

fund, organized a Social Business Forum. The inclusive coffeehouse More than Coffee and bakery Dobrae Pechyva 

(Good Cookies), both of which employ and train people with mental disabilities, were among the new social 

enterprises launched in 2019. 

Major membership-based organizations collect membership fees. As a rule, the fees are minimal, but occasionally 

allow CSOs to cover some basic expenses such as office rent.       

Several initiatives continue to promote corporate social responsibility and corporate philanthropy in Belarus. The 

social fund Dobra started the Index of Good, which measures social responsibility among Belarusian companies. 

Local businesses invested over $70,000 into social and public benefit projects as part of the Social Weekend 

contest.  

CSOs’ financial management systems remain largely unstudied due to the lack of financial transparency and 

accountability among most Belarusian CSOs. Only a few organizations and public campaigns that rely on 

crowdfunding share financial reports. For example, Petitions.by platform issues quarterly reports on collected 

donations. CSOs provide full financial plans and reports to donors. 
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ADVOCACY: 5.1 

In 2019, CSO advocacy did not change significantly. While some advocacy efforts were successful, others were 

ineffective. 

The Mothers 328 movement successfully fought against 

unfair sentences under the anti-narcotics law in 2019. It 

met with the minister of the interior and the head of the 

Presidential Administration, ultimately leading to 

parliament amending Article 328 of the Criminal Code 

to mitigate the sentences. In addition, President 

Alexander Lukashenko publicly promised to pardon 

those already convicted. In Brest, citizens successfully 

protested to shut down the IPower battery factory 

because of the harm it posed to the environment and 

people’s health. According to the annual review Belarus 

in Focus, due to cooperation between the government 

and experts of the non-governmental Kastryčnicki 

Economic Forum (KEF), most of the population now 

agrees on the need for reforms to move Belarus 

towards a market economy. 

The March, Babe! initiative advocated for the law against domestic violence by organizing public campaigns and 

appearing on international platforms. These efforts attracted significant media attention. As a result of these 

efforts, March, Babe! was able to meet officially with the foreign minister and deputy minister of internal affairs in 

2019, and one of the new members of parliament expressed his support for such a law. Another civic initiative, the 

Youth Bloc, which was founded by CSOs in the fall of 2019, actively advocated around issues related to education, 

military service, and the mitigation of anti-drug legislation in the elections. Despite their activism, however, neither 

March, Babe! nor the Youth Bloc achieved any concrete results. 

In December 2019, several thousand people participated in a series of demonstrations in Minsk to protest deeper 

integration with Russia. The protests were organized by the Fresh Wind campaign and opposition politicians in 

response to meetings between Alexander Lukashenko and Vladimir Putin at which issues of integration and energy 

were discussed. The two presidents failed to reach agreement on any of these issues, and in the following months, 

street protests ceased. During the December 2019 protests, the authorities largely refrained from harassment, but 

in 2020 many of the participants in the protests were punished with heavy fines and administrative arrests. 

There are no effective mechanisms for lobbying and advocacy in Belarus. The Law on Normative Legal Acts came 

into force in 2019. The law establishes minimum time limits for conducting public discussions, obliges state bodies 

to publish the results of public discussions, and regulates mechanisms of online discussions. In practice, however, it 

has not increased CSOs’ opportunities to participate in decision-making processes. Ministries continued to 

organize public discussions on their websites, although these did not produce any significant impact on important 

issues in 2019. The authorities occasionally invite individual experts to meetings and working groups. For example, 

the Coalition for Dignified Longevity and the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection work together on the 

National Strategy for Active Longevity. However, this practice is very selective. 

Almost every government agency has a public council with the participation of CSOs. However, these councils do 

not operate according to uniform standards or regulatory principles, the selection criteria for CSOs are unclear 

and biased, and selection procedures are not transparent. The mandates of public councils are generally extremely 

limited, and discussions may not affect future decisions. The CSO Meter 2019 survey finds that 30 percent of 

CSOs participate in public councils, while the rest do not even attempt to become members of such councils.  

In the parliamentary elections of 2019, some civic activists were not registered as candidates, while others were 

allowed to run for office, but were not elected.  

In 2019, the Coordinating Council of Public Family Forces of Belarus, an ultra-conservative coalition of seven 

CSOs, actively advocated against the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) individuals, 

abortion, in vitro fertilization (IVF), and programs for the prevention of sexually transmitted infections, especially 
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among Christian communities. By the end of the year, they had collected 30,000 signatures calling for the 

criminalization of information about LGBTI people. At the same time, the illiberal initiative Immortal Regiment was 

less active in 2019 and was denied registration as a formal public association. 

Online activism is increasingly popular among Belarusians, in part because other opportunities and mechanisms are 

ineffective and hard to use. According to a survey by Human Constanta and Baltic Internet Policy Initiative, 48 

percent of Belarusian internet users have used the internet to participate in a community with similar interests, 35 

percent have participated in online discussions, and 20 percent have signed online petitions. According to the 2019 

study “Public Organizations and Citizens' Initiatives: Potential for Participation,” prepared by the Baltic Internet 

Policy Initiative and OEEC, more than 60 percent of respondents were willing to help solve urgent problems in the 

ir local communities by signing petitions. In 2019, 709 petitions were organized on the Petitions.by platform. The 

popularity of the Petitions.by platform allowed it to finance its operations in 2019 through users’ donations.  

Belarusian CSOs are not widely engaged in advocacy efforts aimed at promoting a more favorable legal and 

regulatory framework for the sector. Only a few CSOs including Lawtrend, Assembly of NGOs, and ACT 

International Educational NGO took part in public discussions of the Law on Public Associations, which the 

Council of Ministers sent to parliament at the end of 2019. In June, twenty-five CSOs sent a collective appeal to 

the Council of Ministers protesting the unjustified collection of contributions to the Social Protection Fund. 

SERVICE PROVISION: 5.0 

CSO service provision did not change in 2019. The CSO 

sector continues to provide a diverse range of services 

including social services, civic education, environmental 

protection, regional development, legal aid, and capacity 

building of the sector. However, the scope, outreach, 

and effectiveness of CSO services are not sustainable 

because most organizations rely on funding from 

international donors and generally cannot provide 

services to all who need them.  

CSOs, especially those that provide educational and 

informational services, have successfully broadened the 

range of activities they provide for different target 

groups. For example, in 2019 the Republican Association 

of Wheelchair Users launched a special website 

Mamapapa.by where people with spinal cord injuries can 

find information and get consultations on issues such as sexuality, fertility, and reproductive health. Human 

Constanta and Legal Initiative CSOs offered city quests and pub quizzes on human rights. During the year, several 

organizations and groups of activists launched podcasts, including FemFM, Dzigital, and We Haven’t Finished. A 

growing number of CSOs provided online and blended training courses. For example, the School of Young 

Managers of Public Administration (SYMPA) offered an online course called Modern Theories and Practices of 

Public Administration and Public Policy and OEEC launched an online course on building local communities.  

Many CSOs strive to determine the needs of their clients and target groups so they can develop appropriate 

services or refocus their services to make them more effective. However, needs assessments are generally done in 

an informal and non-systematic manner. As most CSOs lack competencies in data collection and evaluation, few 

are able to demonstrate their contributions to local needs. 

Belarusian CSOs provide services to a much wider audience than their members. In January, Press Club Belarus 

launched Media IQ, which monitors media compliance with journalistic standards and the availability of propaganda. 

Center for Environmental Solutions provides consultations to businesses to help them shape their environmental 

policies. Academics and government officials use the expertise of think tanks. Specialists from government agencies 

regularly participate in the trainings of socially oriented CSOs. 

As a rule, CSOs do not intentionally discriminate when providing their goods and services, but there are instances 

of unconscious discrimination. For example, many CSOs have offices in buildings or organize events in spaces that 

http://www.mamapapa.by/
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are not fully accessible, and information about CSO services is not always accessible to all groups of society. 

During 2019, CSOs increasingly discussed nondiscriminatory approaches, inclusive practices, and the promotion of 

cross-cutting values.  

A growing number of CSOs try to recover the costs of service provision by charging fees and signing contracts, 

but the amounts received do not cover the majority of costs. Such CSOs are mostly registered as establishments; 

public associations are legally prohibited from engaging in business activity.  

The demand by state bodies for CSO expertise and services, such as analysis from independent think tanks and 

environmental CSOs or training for social workers, is growing, but government recognition and appreciation of 

the contribution of CSOs is still very limited. In December, the Third Sector Center received a commendation 

from the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection for its work on the development of volunteerism and 

implementation of socially important projects. 

SECTORAL INFRASTRUCTURE: 5.0 

The infrastructure supporting the CSO sector did not 

change significantly in 2019. While CSOs have access to 

various support services, there are still no long-term, 

comprehensive programs that support different types of 

CSOs.  

Several active and experienced intermediary support 

organizations (ISOs), networks, and umbrella 

organizations provide training, consultations, and 

informational and technical support to Belarusian CSOs. 

Among them are the Assembly of NGOs, New Eurasia 

Foundation, ODB Brussels, OEEC, and the Belarusian 

National Youth Council RADA. Organizations such as 

the Agency of Regional Development Dzedzich in Brest, 

the Third Sector Center in Grodno, and Kola Center in 

Mogilev, serve as resource centers for CSOs and 

activists in their regions. CSO infrastructure organizations continue to depend on foreign funding; have limited 

capacities, scope of services, and outreach; and are located mainly in big cities. As a rule, ISOs provide services for 

free, although a few collect small fees ($5 to $10) from the participants of training programs. 

A new public space called Territory of Rights opened in Minsk at the end of 2018 and hosted more than 170 

events organized by pro-democratic CSOs free of charge in 2019. This has catalyzed the emergence of some new 

CSO initiatives. For example, every Monday, the Volunteer Service of Viasna Human Rights Center organized 

meetings of its English-speaking club on human rights issues there.    

Belarusian CSOs re-grant funds to local organizations and initiatives under some large foreign-funded projects. In 

2019, Belarusian Human Rights House awarded many small, large, and research grants focused on the promotion 

of human rights and democratic values with funding from the EU. DVV International re-granted funds from the 

German Ministry of Foreign Affairs to support projects that helped to expand access to education in the 

penitentiary system. The Office for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities awarded mini-projects focused on 

independent living for people with disabilities with funding from the EU. Belarusian businesspeople and companies 

awarded $50,000 through the fourteenth Social Weekend contest for social initiatives. 

CSOs have access to a pool of professional experts, consultants, and trainers in management and fundraising. In 

April, twenty-seven CSO representatives completed a six-month advanced education course in NGO Management 

organized by the New Eurasia Foundation and School of Business of the Belarusian State University. In 2019, there 

were also several trainings in specialized areas of CSO activities, like storytelling or nonprofit law. However, 

existing training programs do not address all of the sector’s needs. CSOs, especially new ones, lack basic training 

on management, accounting, financial management, and monitoring and evaluation. There is also limited advanced 

specialized trainings for experienced CSO managers in areas such as modern management approaches, 

communications, advocacy, and using ICT for the development of civic activism and fundraising. 
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Cooperation and partnership in the CSO sector continue to increase. In 2019, CSOs created coalitions for specific 

events like Idea Generation Camp or Zero Discrimination Day; shared information and plans via chats, groups in 

social networks, special meetings, and networking events; implemented joint projects; and worked together on 

advocacy initiatives. Six CSOs addressing LGBTI issues formed an as yet unnamed coalition to coordinate 

strategies and promote a shared agenda.  

In 2019, CSOs formed a number of intersectoral partnerships, mainly with the private sector and media. In 

summer, the Assembly of NGOs worked with organizers of the Viva Braslav open air music festival to offer a 

space where eleven CSOs could present their work to attendees of the festival. Within the IdeaLab event, media 

experts helped CSOs design and plan creative media campaigns to increase their visibility. The CSO Center of 

Urban Initiatives, the local Executive Committee, and Alivaria brewery company conducted the Big City Picnic in 

Mogilev. As in previous years, top government officials regularly participated in civil society events. CSOs and local 

authorities implemented joint projects, mostly aimed at infrastructure and regional development. CSOs’ 

interaction with businesses and state bodies continues to depend primarily on personal contacts. 

PUBLIC IMAGE: 5.4 

The CSO sector’s public image did not change 

significantly in 2019.  

During the year, independent media covered a wide 

range of CSO-related topics, including the participation 

of activists in advocacy campaigns and public protests. 

TUT.by, a major online platform, published a series of 

articles about the achievements of Belarusian CSOs. 

CityDog, an online magazine, continued to publish its 

Grass Roots rubric about CSO initiatives and 

opportunities for the public to participate in them. 

Government-controlled media primarily covered local 

activism focused on neighborhood improvements. State-

owned ONT TV channel produced stories about local 

activists and their initiatives in small towns as part of a 

special project.  

Russian propagandistic media published a growing number of fake news stories and materials discrediting 

Belarusian civil society. Moreover, some Belarusian Telegram channels and bloggers made negative posts about 

CSO activists. 

Public awareness of CSOs and participation in their activities is still quite low. According to the annual national 

survey commissioned by Pact, only 3 percent of Belarusians participated in CSO activities in 2019, the same 

percentage as in 2018. Awareness about CSOs has grown slightly and reached 32 percent, up from 26 percent in 

2018, with the best known organizations being charities, youth, environmental, and animal protection groups. 

Comparable figures are higher among internet users. According to a survey by Baltic Internet Policy Initiative and 

OEEC, 20 percent of respondents participated in the activity of CSOs and 71 percent are aware of their activity. 

While actual participation levels are still low, Belarusians are theoretically willing to take part in CSO activities and 

other forms of civic participation. According to the above survey by Pact, 28 percent of respondents are ready to 

participate in CSO activities, 46 percent in socially beneficial civic activities, and 52 percent in activities that 

address issues of concern in their local communities. In response to a similar question in Pact’s 2018 survey, 53.5 

percent of respondents indicated their readiness to participate in activities addressing issues of concern in local 

communities. The key reasons for the low levels of civic activity include insufficient information on opportunities 

for engagement and the belief that change is not possible.  

In 2019, CSOs organized a great number of mass festivals and conferences to engage Belarusians in civic activism 

and promote it as a “fashionable concept.” For example, the Minsk Cycling Society organized Viva Rovar!, a bike 

carnival; the Assembly of NGOs organized a Kilometer of Civic Activism, a public festival at which CSOs could 
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present their activities to the public; and the initiative Edcamp Belarus organized the 3rd Edcamp Unconference for 

school teachers.  

The government’s perception of the CSO sector did not change in 2019. As before, in most cases, any 

collaboration is initiated by CSOs, rather than the authorities. Officials at various levels continued to participate in 

events conducted by CSOs. For the second consecutive year, President Alexander Lukashenko participated in the 

European Security Forum organized by the Minsk Dialogue Council on International Relations. 

As in previous years, businesses trust certain CSOs but do not consider the sector as a whole as a partner for 

joint events, advocacy, or access to vulnerable groups. According to a survey of the Belarusian corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) market by Civitta/SATIO and the Dobra fund, businesses still give priority to charity, i.e. direct 

assistance to vulnerable populations, instead of supporting CSOs. Businesses do not support activities involving 

politics or potential conflict with the authorities and sometimes get involved in conflicts with CSOs, especially 

environmental activists.  

In 2019, CSOs further increased their presence in the media, including traditional media, social networks, 

Telegram and YouTube channels, and podcasts, in order to highlight their activities and convey socially important 

messages. CSOs attracted media and public attention through a number of creative events and tools during the 

year. In December 2019, organizers of the March, Babe! initiative placed dozens of orange shoes and boots in the 

central square of Minsk to represent victims of domestic violence. The first inclusive on-line series Who, If Not Us 

presented persons with disabilities as the main characters who tackled everyday problems on their own; the series 

was created by an activist with disabilities with support from USAID. Independent bloggers play an increasingly 

important role in highlighting the civic agenda.  

To improve the visibility of the civil sector, every year CSOs organize awards ceremonies to celebrate the best 

organizations and initiatives. These include Civil Society Champions, Zrabili (We’ve Done It) grassroots award, 

Rada Awards, and awards for regional activists in Vitebsk and Brest.  

Nevertheless, CSOs still lack a systematic approach to promoting their image and few engage professionals to 

manage their public relations activities. Most CSOs do not have sufficient capacity to create newsworthy events, 

interact with subscribers on social media, or respond to conflicts that become public. 

CSOs increasingly understand the importance of transparency; however, very few organizations publish annual 

reports and hardly any organizations publish financial statements. Despite growing discussion about CSO values, 

there is still no common code of ethics for CSOs, and there were no attempts to draft one in 2019.
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BOSNIA AND 

HERZEGOVINA 

OVERALL CSO SUSTAINABILITY: 3.8 

 
General elections were held in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) in October 2018. However, because of an ongoing 

political dispute among the members of the tripartite presidency over the country’s future in the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (NATO), a new state government had still not been formed by the end of 2019. The political 

stalemate had a significant impact on the ability of registered CSOs to carry out planned and budgeted activities 

and projects during the year, as the ministries were not operating fully. Similarly, the Federation of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina (FBiH) was still governed by those elected in 2014 because of a political stalemate, while the 

government in the Republika Srpska (RS) continued to deal with the fallout of the case of David Dragičević, who  

was found dead in March 2018. While the police ruled the death an accident, his parents claim that their son was 

brutally murdered and that the police and prosecutor’s office are trying to cover up the case. The case provoked a 

major public uproar, with mass protests organized to demand truth and justice.  

In Canton Sarajevo, a new government was formed in December 2018 that does not include any representatives of 

nationalist parties, a first in BiH. The government worked hard throughout 2019 to articulate a clear vision of how 

it would improve citizens’ lives and showed a readiness to work with a variety of actors to improve the political 

and social climate. A concrete result of the government’s new approach was the organization of the first Pride 

March in BiH in September. However, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) people continue to 

face discrimination and violence in the country.  

Journalists continued to face interference, political pressure, and intimidation, including physical and verbal attacks, 

throughout 2019. As of August 2019, BH Novinari, the BiH journalists’ association, recorded forty-one violations 

of journalists' rights, including three verbal threats, eight instances of political pressure, six physical assaults, and 

five death threats. In January, for example, the owner of the portal Visoko.co.ba was threatened after publishing 

articles about nepotism. In March, a politician attacked photojournalist Adi Kebo and damaged his camera. Most of 

the incidents were reported to the police and fifteen cases were at the relevant prosecutor’s office at the time of 

writing this report. By August 2019, there had been four court convictions for attacks on journalists, including a 

four-year sentence for Marko Čolić for the attempted murder of journalist Vladimir Kovačević in 2018. Although 

few cases have been resolved, BH Novinari reported that police were more engaged and proactive on cases than 

in the past, and that other relevant state institutions communicated better with the public regarding attacks on 

journalists. The USAID-funded Independent Media Empowerment Project (IMEP) provides support for media 

organizations and journalists targeted by politically motivated defamation lawsuits to obtain legal representation.  

Ethnic divisions remain pronounced in the country and the pace of war crimes prosecutions has been slow. 

December 2019 marked the ten-year anniversary since the Sejdić-Finci ruling by the European Court of Human 

Capital: Sarajevo 

Population: 3,835,586 

GDP per capita (PPP): $12,800 

Human Development Index: High (0.769) 

Freedom in the World: Partly Free (53/100) 
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Rights (ECHR), which found that the Bosnian electoral system discriminates against ethnic and religious minorities 

by not allowing them to run for the BiH Presidency. However, the law has still not been changed.  

The numbers of asylum seekers and migrants coming to BiH has increased significantly. Between January and 

August 2019, the state Service for Foreigners' Affairs registered 18,071 new asylum seekers, 5,000 more than 

during the same period in 2018. The most common country of origin was Pakistan, followed by Afghanistan, 

Bangladesh, Iraq, and Syria. Migrants and asylum seekers are concentrated in Sarajevo, Mostar, Tuzla, and Bihać. In 

the first of half of 2019, 17,165 people indicated an intention to seek asylum, but only 426 actually applied for 

asylum. According to the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), short application deadlines and limited state capacity to 

process claims hinder access to asylum procedures. In September 2019, there was just one state-managed asylum 

center and six temporary accommodation centers with a total capacity of around 4,000 people. While this 

represents an improvement over the situation in 2018, it still leaves thousands unable to access shelter and basic 

services. Local CSOs play an important role in overcoming the unacceptable treatment of migrants and asylum 

seekers.  

Overall CSO sustainability did not change in 2019, with the scores for all dimensions remaining stable. Advocacy 

continued to be the strongest dimension of CSO sustainability. In 2019, CSOs engaged in several successful 

advocacy campaigns and there were several positive examples of government-CSO cooperation. Financial viability, 

on the other hand, continues to be the weakest dimension of sustainability, with CSOs having limited access to 

diverse sources of funding.  

In December 2019, the collective register of CSOs maintained by the BiH Ministry of Justice listed 27,195 legal 

entities, including both associations and foundations. The register still records only organizations’ names, 

registration numbers, addresses, and authorized persons, lacking any other contact information that would allow 

others to communicate easily with CSOs.  

LEGAL ENVIRONMENT: 3.4 

The legal environment governing CSOs in BiH did not 

change in 2019. Three laws continue to govern 

associations and foundations in BiH: the Law on 

Associations and Foundations of BiH and separate laws 

within each of BiH’s constituent entities, the Federation 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina (FBiH) and the Republika 

Srpska (RS). 

Associations and foundations can still register at any of 

eighteen administrative offices: the Ministry of Justice of 

BiH, the Ministry of Justice of FBiH, the five Basic Courts 

in RS, Brcko District of BiH, and ten cantonal ministries 

of justice. Registration fees are BAM 200 ($120), changes 

and corrections are BAM 50 ($30), the registry 

statement is BAM 20 ($12), and deletion from the 

registry costs BAM 10 ($6). In 2019, the BiH Ministry of 

Justice prepared a rulebook to implement the 2017 Law on Associations and Foundations, including by adding 

information to the database regarding CSOs’ areas of work. The BiH Ministry of Justice also created a web-

platform in mid-2019 on which applicants can submit all documents for registration, thereby expediting the 

registration process. However, the platform was still not fully functional at the end of 2019. Online registration is 

not yet available at other levels.  

Under BiH’s Law on Associations and Foundations, the authorities may close a CSO that fails to comply with the 

provisions governing its work. During 2019, 623 CSOs were dissolved or suspended (compared to 534 in 2018), 

385 of which were dissolved by official request (up from 316 in 2018) and 238 by decisions of the CSOs’ executive 

bodies (an increase from 218 in 2018).  

The laws governing associations and foundations in FBiH and RS still have not been harmonized with the 

requirements and recommendations of the Committee of Experts on the Evaluation of Anti-Money Laundering 
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Measures and the Financing of Terrorism (MONEYVAL) and the Financial Action Task Force (FATF). The 

amendments, which require CSOs to provide more detailed financial reporting, are expected to increase the 

transparency of CSOs.  

The freedom of assembly was further limited in 2019, primarily in RS. Authorities in Banja Luka have practically 

banned any gatherings in the Central Square, going so far as to arrest a performer putting on a puppet show. 

Violent treatment of participants in the Banja Luka protests after the death of David Dragičević in December 2018 

dissuaded people from participating in similar public gatherings throughout 2019.  

The current Law on Public Order and Peace in RS is also problematic. The competent institutions struggle to 

understand nuances in the law, including the difference between the announcement and registration of a public 

gathering and the distinction between public gatherings and public events. In March 2019, the RS government 

adopted and sent to the parliament a draft law that would amend the Law on Public Order and Peace. However, 

the proposed changes were very restrictive and included provisions that would have prohibited persons from 

recording and taking photos of police on the penalty of fines ranging from BAM 500 to 1,500 ($300 to 1,000) or 

sixty days of jail time. After pressure from CSOs, journalists, and the international community, the draft was 

withdrawn in April 2019.  

Associations and foundations are free to carry out economic activities that are related to their statutory activities. 

Associations and foundations may undertake economic activities that are not directly related to the achievement of 

their goals only by establishing separate commercial legal entities; in such cases, the total profit from unrelated 

activities must not exceed one-third of the organization’s total annual budget or 10,000 BAM (approximately EUR 

5,000), whichever amount is higher.  

Laws governing the tax treatment of CSOs at the state and entity levels are not harmonized. In RS, legal entities 

can deduct up to 3 percent of their annual income for donations to organizations providing humanitarian, cultural, 

sports, and social services and up to 2 percent for sponsorship expenses. In FBiH, legal entities can deduct up to 3 

percent of their total income for donations for humanitarian, cultural, educational, scientific, and sporting purposes 

that are given to legal entities or individuals with no other income, and up to 3 percent for sponsorship expenses. 

Individual donors in FBiH can deduct the value of in-kind, material, and financial donations for cultural, educational, 

scientific, health, humanitarian, sports, and religious purposes up to 0.5 percent of income earned in the previous 

year. In the RS, individual taxpayers can deduct expenditures for sponsorships and donations up to 2 percent of 

total income in that tax year. In both the RS and FBiH, only self-employed persons can access these deductions. 

Donations above the prescribed amounts can also be fully deducted based on decisions of the competent 

ministries. 

CSOs in both entities are exempt from income tax on donations from the budget or other public funds, 

sponsorships, or donations in cash and in tangible assets, but revenues from economic activities related to the 

organization’s goals are subject to profit tax. CSOs are exempt from charging value-added tax (VAT, payable at the 

standard rate of 17 percent) on goods and services offered to their members that are directly related to the 

achievement of their statutory objectives, as long as the exemption does not cause unfair advantage within the 

wider market. CSOs pay VAT on the goods and services that they receive. The threshold for registering in the 

VAT system is an annual turnover of over EUR 25,000. As the majority of CSOs have revenues below this amount, 

they are not in the VAT system and are therefore not able to claim VAT refunds. CSOs that implement projects 

financed by international funding sources including the US government and the European Union (EU) may be 

exempt from paying VAT on the basis of agreements between the donors and the government of BiH. 

There is still a dearth of free legal advice and nonprofit attorneys in the country. CSOs can obtain some free 

advice regarding registration from the Smart Resource Center of the Center for Civil Society Promotion (CCSP) 

and legal support from Vaša prava – Legal Aid Network. However, the availability of such legal services is 

insufficient to meet the sector’s needs.  
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ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY: 3.9 

Organizational capacity remained unchanged in 2019.  

CSO constituency building is weak. Few associations 

have formal members or broad community support. In 

part, this is because CSOs adjust their strategies and 

programs based on the availability of donor funding 

rather than the actual needs of the local communities in 

which they operate. For example, in line with donor 

funding priorities, more CSOs are focused on 

democracy promotion and training programs than 

building local water supplies, despite the obvious need 

for the latter. On the other hand, a large number of local 

organizations have close ties with the leading local 

political parties and engage in their political campaigns, 

thereby decreasing their credibility.   

Many CSOs have clearly defined missions and target 

groups, such as people with disabilities, war veterans, or 

marginalized groups, in their statutes. However, only a limited number of CSOs engage in strategic planning. Most 

small CSOs lack the capacity or motivation to plan and implement activities on the basis of strategic plans, as their 

reliance on donor funding means that donors' priorities drive most of their work. Most CSOs lack the functional 

structures and procedures needed to make their operations more transparent and accountable. For example, few 

CSOs have rulebooks governing their internal procedures. In addition, few CSOs have boards of directors. When 

boards do exist, they focus on approving reports for the CSOs' annual assemblies instead of playing an active role 

in organizational operations.  

According to the entity-level Institutes for Statistics, CSOs employed 2,064 people in FBiH (an increase from 1,895 

in 2018) and 1,050 in RS in 2019 (compared to 1,044 in 2018). CSOs experience significant fluctuations in staffing 

levels because of their reliance on project-based funding. In addition, CSOs generally have limited abilities to train 

new staff, as scarce resources mostly go to project implementation.  

Increasing  gender equality in CSOs is a priority in the sector. The majority of employees in CSOs (58 percent in 

FBiH and 54 percent in RS) are women, although there is no data available regarding how many of them are in 

leadership and governance positions. At the end of October 2019, the Atlantic Initiative – Center for Security and 

Justice Research organized an international conference titled “International Perspectives on Gender and Justice: 

Theory and Practice” in Sarajevo. This interdisciplinary conference explored the intersection of justice and gender 

in various contexts and provided space for participants to share challenges and progress, as well as research and 

good practices, in this area.  

Many CSOs engage volunteers, either to carry out organizational activities or to bolster staff on specific projects. 

According to the Charities Aid Foundation’s 2019 World Giving Index , which reports on trends over the past ten 

years, BiH is among the ten most improved countries over the last decade. However, only an average of 6 percent 

of respondents from BiH reported that they volunteered in the past decade, putting it in 120th place among the 

126 countries covered in this report. In 2019, the Ministry of Justice in FBiH registered thirty-five long-term 

volunteering contracts, which provide volunteers with official work experience, while twenty-nine long-term 

contracts were notified in the Voluntary Service of RS. While laws on volunteering exist in both FBiH and RS, 

there is no legal framework defining the rights and responsibilities of volunteers and volunteer-involving 

organizations at the state level. The BiH Ministry of Justice has proposed a Law on Volunteering with expert 

assistance and consultations from relevant CSOs three times over the past several years, but it has still not been 

adopted, mainly because of a lack of political will. 

CSOs generally lack the means to purchase new equipment, because most donors do not allow funds for this 

purpose. Almost all CSOs have internet access, and a smaller number of CSOs have their own websites. 
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FINANCIAL VIABILITY: 5.0 

The financial viability of CSOs did not change significantly 

in 2019.  

Budgetary support is still largely targeted to sports 

organizations and associations of war veterans, persons 

with disabilities, and families of fallen soldiers. 

Distribution of state funding continues to be non-

transparent, with funds often going to CSOs with close 

ties to local political leaders, often with informal 

arrangements to return a percentage of the funds to 

individuals in power. Discretionary public funds at all 

levels are often spent on projects that are not in 

accordance with the strategic objectives or annual work 

plans of the relevant authorities. In a recent example 

from Canton Sarajevo, the Chair of the Assembly 

distributed BAM 600,000 (approximately $360,000) 

without the use of proper procedures, which became one of the key arguments for dismissing his government.  

Only a few CSOs have the capacity to respond to calls for proposals, especially from international donors, or to 

offer services that generate direct revenue and thus help fund activities. Large international organizations, such as 

the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and various United Nations (UN) agencies still 

receive funds directly from donors and then disburse them to local CSOs. Their fees consume a large portion of 

the total funding, and their involvement reduces the sense of ownership among local CSOs. At the same time, 

these organizations offer better financial conditions for domestic staff, resulting in many skilled and trained people 

leaving CSOs for these jobs. USAID, the EU, and the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency 

(Sida) continue to engage domestic CSOs to manage projects that include sub-grant schemes. Various international 

donors and several embassies continue to provide direct financial support to CSOs in BiH for programs in areas 

such as democratization, gender equality, the rights of LGBTI people, organizational capacity building, anti-

corruption efforts, and environmental protection. 

Philanthropy is underdeveloped and would benefit from a more conducive legal framework and more favorable tax 

policies. The same large companies, including Telekom BiH, Elektrodistribucija, M:tel, Coca-Cola, ASA Prevent, 

Microsoft BiH, and Philip Morris, continue to award grants to CSOs. Some state companies also provide funds to 

CSOs, but they generally limit their support to organizations with close connections to governing structures. 

According to the Catalyst Balkans report, the total number of donations in 2019 has grown to 2,555, compared to 

2,128 in 2018 and 1,645 in 2017.  

Some CSOs request money from individuals or ask them to sponsor discrete activities. CSOs like Pomozi.ba and 

Open Network continue to collect donations through humanitarian phone lines, particularly for the medical 

treatment of ill children. In response to the current influx of migrants, many individuals donated food and clothing 

or volunteered with organizations focused on this population in 2019.  

A few CSOs supplement their income by selling products, providing services, or renting their property, but the 

level of income received from such endeavors is usually minimal. There were examples in 2019 of the authorities 

strictly inspecting CSOs that produce and sell products. For example, the small women’s association Probudi se 

from Istocno Sarajevo was fined for selling hand-made products without adequate documentation, even though the 

revenue that it generates in this way is insignificant. Membership fees are generally token amounts and are not 

always collected, therefore their contribution to CSOs’ budgets is also minor. 

Social entrepreneurship is starting to develop, but there are still not adequate incentives or support from the state. 

Association Nešto Više from Mostar owns a socially responsible company that provides environmentally friendly 

landscaping services, sells organically grown food, and organizes events and conducts promotional campaigns 

related to agriculture and rural development. Nešto Više also receives income from international donors and local 

governments.  
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Most CSOs do not have sound financial management systems or operate in a transparent manner. The law 

requires all CSOs to submit annual financial statements to the Agency for Intermediary, IT and Financial Services 

(APIF) in RS and the Financial and IT Agency (FIA) in FBiH. However, many CSOs do not meet these 

requirements. In 2019, 14,876 organizations, including 8,948 in FBiH (compared to 9,210 in 2018) and 5,928 in RS 

(compared to 5,710 in 2018), submitted such statements, which is 55 percent of the registered organizations in the 

country (compared to 59 percent in 2018). Most CSOs do not have funds to conduct independent financial audits, 

although some funded projects allocate resources for this purpose. CSOs that fail to submit these statements may 

be forced to close if they lack the capacity to produce the statements and the money to pay the fines imposed. 

ADVOCACY: 3.2 

CSO advocacy did not change significantly in 2019.  

All state-level draft laws must be posted on the e-

consultation platform, allowing any interested member of 

the public to provide input. By the end of 2019, 63 state 

institutions on the level of the Council of Ministers of 

BiH had registered on the platform (up from 51 in 2018 

and 38 in 2017), 539 public consultations had been held 

(up from 191 in 2018), and 445 reports had been 

published (up from 151 in 2018). More than 200 

individuals and organizations actively used the platform 

for the first time during 2019, while the total number of 

users was over 1,000. A similar platform has been under 

development in FBiH for some time but was still not 

functional by the end of 2019. In RS, draft laws are 

posted in the official gazette and people can submit their 

comments in writing. Canton Sarajevo and Zenica – Doboj undertook initiatives and signed preliminary agreements 

in 2019 to utilize the same e-consultation system used by the Council of Ministers.  

There were positive examples of government-CSO cooperation in 2019. For the first time ever, the government 

of the Canton of Sarajevo invited the Network for Building Peace and CCSP to organize a presentation of the first 

100 days of its work in April 2019. This collaboration opened the door for mutual support and cooperation and 

indicated that the government sees civil society as a relevant actor. A member of the CSO Cure became a 

member of the FBiH governmental commission focused on implementing the 2018 Law on Assisted Reproduction. 

The new EU-funded Capacity Building of Government Institutions (CBGI) project will start at the beginning of 

2020 and is expected to further stimulate cooperation between the government and CSOs. 

In April 2019, the Council of Ministers submitted an application to reactive BiH’s membership in the Open 

Government Partnership (OGP), a multilateral initiative that promotes open government, empowers citizens, fights 

corruption, and harnesses new technologies to strengthen governance. The entities will each also have the option 

to decide on their own status in the OGP accordingly, but currently are both inactive. Four CSO representatives 

were selected through an open call to serve on the Advisory Council for the OGP, which is tasked with 

monitoring the openness of government institutions to the public.  

In 2019, the Directorate for EU Integration encouraged CSOs to express their interest in participating in the 

consultation processes for EU integration so they can be directly informed of and invited to participate in specific 

consultations. In order to increase the CSO response to consultations, in December 2019, CSOs recommended 

that the Directorate for EU Integration in the Ministry announce the consultations, while CSO networks, the 

National Resource Center, and the EU-funded Technical Assistance to CSOs (TACSO) project disseminate the 

information to CSOs. 

CSOs engaged in several advocacy campaigns in 2019. The Network for Elimination of Violence against Children 

(NEVAC), supported by the Human Rights Office Tuzla (HRO Tuzla) and CCSP, continued to lead a campaign to 

amend and supplement the Family Laws in FBiH and RS by prohibiting corporal punishment of children and 

imposing stricter actions against people who physically abuse children. The process is expected to be finalized in 

2020. The Sarajevo Open Center (SOC) continues to campaign to uphold the Law on Gender Equality in BiH and 
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promote adequate representation of women in governmental offices. The Network for Building Peace successfully 

advocated to close an internet portal that promoted xenophobic attitudes towards migrants. The CSO Initiative 

and Civil Action (ICVA, Inicijativa i civilna akcija) initiated amendments to the Law on Health Insurance during the 

year. 

In 2018, influential informal movements arose in Sarajevo and Banja Luka following the murders of Dženan Memić 

in Sarajevo in 2016 and David Dragičević in Banja Luka in 2018. While street actions were no longer organized in 

2019, these movements continued to be active through traditional and social media. During the year, several 

demonstrations were organized to protest the closing of solid waste locations, like the Uborak landfill and the 

Main Hospital in Mostar. Protests were also organized against the construction of small hydro-electric plants, like 

at Buna, with enormous citizen support. Although agricultural issues are the responsibility of the entities, in 2019 

farmers from both entities formed a joint association at the state level in order to improve their efficiency and 

access to EU funds, illustrating that some needs and civic activism extend beyond the limitations of state 

structures.  

Lobbying in BiH is weak, mostly because politicians show little interest in CSOs’ opinions. In addition, CSOs were 

unable to get their initiatives and proposals on the relevant agendas for action because of the political stalemate 

that prevented the formation of a government.  

The advisory body of the Council of Ministers of BiH for civil society was restructured in 2019 to add two 

members to increase geographic and ethnic representation. This body, formed in accordance with the Agreement 

on Cooperation with Civil Society in BiH, now consists of seven CSO representatives. The body will be involved in 

all of the Council of Ministers’ activities related to civil society. A group of CSOs continues to ask parliamentarians 

for changes in the Tax Laws in order to promote philanthropy. 

SERVICE PROVISION: 3.9 

The level of CSO service provision did not change in 

2019.  

CSOs were the main providers of direct humanitarian 

assistance to migrants and refugees in 2019. CSOs were 

engaged both in reception centers in major cities and in 

areas with high numbers of migrants like Una-Sana 

Canton. Between them, IFS Emmaus, Vaša Prava, and Red 

Cross had more than twenty-five dedicated professionals 

working with migrants and refugees. Pomozi.ba also had 

more than fifty volunteers in Bihać and Tuzla, two of the 

areas with the most migrants. Many CSOs assisting 

migrants and refugees do not have action plans in place, 

operating instead on an ad hoc basis. In addition, CSOs 

faced significant challenges related to a lack of funding 

(particularly long-term funding) as well as poor 

coordination with other organizations, whether governmental, non-governmental, national, or international 

organizations. CSOs also continuously reported human rights violations to relevant institutions such as the 

Ombudsman and the police.   

CSOs also continue to provide other social services including safe houses, daycare centers for persons with mental 

disabilities and abandoned children, and training for youth and the elderly. CSO services are driven by the limited 

funding available, which is often focused on areas determined by government strategies and decisions rather than 

local needs and priorities. CSOs provide donor-funded services to beneficiaries for free. CSOs also offer services 

on the market in an effort to ensure their sustainability. For example, KULT earns revenue by operating a hostel.  

The government generally does not appreciate CSOs’ contributions in service provision. Although municipal and 

cantonal governments occasionally contract with CSOs, support is often distributed based on political connections. 

The Ministry of Security has a contract with the CSO Cure to research gender issues and perspectives during 

emergency and natural disasters. 
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SECTORAL INFRASTRUCTURE: 3.7 

The infrastructure supporting the CSO sector did not change during 2019.  

CCSP’s Smart Resource Center supports CSOs by 

sharing information and providing trainings, free legal 

advice, and event management services. Its website 

continued to have a high number of visits in 2019 and 

more than 6,000 followers contacted it through different 

social networks. The EU National Resource Center in 

Banja Luka, which was established in late 2019, will 

provide training, conduct analyses, organize conferences, 

and publish educational materials in order to help CSOs 

become competent, independent, and recognized actors 

in the process of EU integration. The Network for 

Building Peace’s website is also a useful source of 

information for CSOs on funding opportunities and 

other important civil society topics and had more than 

650,000 visits and 10,000 requests for information during 

the year. As in 2018, there were no funds available from 

local grantmaking organizations to help CSOs meet local needs in 2019.  

Most CSO in BiH occasionally participate in networks, although cooperation between organizations working in the 

same field is generally limited to sharing information on activities. Networks such as the Network for Building 

Peace, NEVAC, Justice Network, Women BiH - The Safe Network, KOMA, and Stronger Voice for Children 

regularly react to emerging public issues. In 2019, the USAID-financed coalition Under a Magnifying Glass, which 

has six CSO members, actively engaged in preparations for the local elections in October 2020, with a focus on 

the situation in Mostar, irregularities in the election process, as well as proposals for improvements. Networks in 

BiH struggle to obtain continuous support for their activities. In practice, this means that in most cases networks 

are active only when they receive funding, which is generally project-based. The scope of a network’s activities is 

also generally limited by the leader’s capacities. Many informal or ad hoc networks have been created by people to 

solve immediate problems. These include networks to address environmental issues, such as the illegal building of 

mini hydropower stations or inappropriate management of solid waste .    

Most trainings for CSOs are offered in major cities. The Ministry of Education, Science and Youth of Canton 

Sarajevo approved CCSP to provide informal education of adults, allowing it to restart its Academy for EU project. 

The academy is intended for employees of local self-government units, ministries, cantonal public companies, 

institutes, CSOs, business entities, as well as individuals who wish to improve their knowledge and skills in writing 

EU projects and other fields.  

The relationship between CSOs and the for-profit sector remained weak in 2019 due to CSOs’ limited capacities 

and the poor economic situation in the for-profit sector. Although there is an agreement of cooperation between 

the Council of Ministers of BiH and CSOs, partnerships between CSOs and the government are practically non-

existent. 

PUBLIC IMAGE: 3.5 

The public image of CSOs remained unchanged in 2019.  

CSOs’ activities received extensive coverage in public and private electronic and print media and media regularly 

requested comments and opinions from CSO representatives. For example, activists from the CSO Futura 

highlighted many problems in Mostar, including corruption, environmental protection, and consumers’ rights. The 

first Pride March gathered not only LGBTI individuals, but also others who support the protection of all 

marginalized groups in BiH society. These activities received significant and generally positive media coverage. 

CSOs working with migrants and refugees and environmental CSOs also received significant media attention 

during the year. 
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The public still questions the role of civil society, as well 

as CSOs’ strategies, skills, and impact. CSOs are often 

criticized for receiving a lot of money in a manner that is 

not transparent and for having questionable results.  

Governments at various levels view cooperation with 

CSOs as unavoidable due to the pressure of the 

international community and funding conditions. 

Businesses view CSOs as having inadequate skills. One of 

the rare instances when CSOs and businesses cooperate 

is when a CSO is the founder of a social enterprise.  

Larger CSOs have better public relations skills, and 

therefore their work has wider outreach and gains more 

public attention. Only a few CSOs employ public 

relations professionals to promote their media presence 

and public image. CSOs actively use social networks, 

mostly Facebook and Twitter, to promote their work. However, CSOs often do not have the skills to make high-

quality presentations of their work, which partly explains why the public does not always have a clear 

understanding of the role civil society plays.  

With USAID funding, IMEP supported efforts to create a positive image and raise public awareness of the 

importance of civil society and civil activism as important elements of a democratic society. In 2019, its website had 

more than 150,000 visits and its Facebook page had more than 5,000 followers. In addition, citizens created over 

300 media pieces as part of IMEP’s New Voices initiative and IMEP organized a theater presentation called Mission 

Possible, which was seen by several thousand individuals around the country.  

Self-regulation is a developing area for CSOs in BiH. A growing number of CSOs subscribe to the Code of Ethics 

for CSOs in BiH, which was developed in 2017. By the end of 2019, there were approximately 145 subscribers, up 

from 115 in 2018. Only a few CSOs publish annual program and financial reports in order to build public trust and 

a more positive image of CSOs.
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BULGARIA 
 

OVERALL CSO SUSTAINABILITY: 3.5

 
Bulgaria continues to be the poorest country in the European Union (EU). According to Eurostat, nearly a third of 

the population (32.8 percent) is at risk of poverty or social exclusion. Bulgaria also has the greatest percentage of 

people (20.9 percent) who are seriously materially deprived (i.e., their living conditions are severely constrained by 

a lack of resources to the extent that they cannot, for example, afford to pay their bills or keep their homes 

adequately warm). The high level of poverty has an impact on the extent to which people are active citizens, are 

willing to volunteer, and have the capacity to donate. 

The political situation in Bulgaria in 2019 was marked by polarization, populism, and political struggles. Two 

elections were held during the year: EU Parliament elections in May and local municipal elections in October. The 

elections affected CSOs in several ways. The introduction of major policy changes slowed down in the periods 

before and after the elections. At the same time, parties actively looked for ways to attract new supporters. In 

some cases, these efforts involved attacks on CSOs. For example, one of the parties in the ruling coalition 

proposed to terminate the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, one of the country’s oldest human rights organizations.  

Attacks against liberal values peaked in 2019. As discussed in last year’s CSO Sustainability Index report, the 

ratification of the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and 

domestic violence (known as the Istanbul Convention) was blocked in 2018. In 2019, similar attacks led to the 

withdrawal of the National Strategy for Children 2019-2030, which the government had prepared in collaboration 

with CSOs, and the postponed entering into force of the new Law on Social Services. In addition, anti-CSO 

rhetoric has grown. In 2018, such attacks were focused specifically on organizations working on gender issues and 

the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) population. In early 2019, children’s organizations 

began to be attacked. By the end of the year, the attacks targeted the entire sector, questioning CSOs’ role as 

protectors of people’s rights and service providers and claiming that the sources of their funding may affect their 

work.  

CSO sustainability deteriorated during the year. Several legislative proposals questioned basic standards of 

freedom of association, such as access to funding and the right of judges and prosecutors to associate freely. CSOs’ 

public image deteriorated significantly as trust in CSOs declined and officials continued to make negative 

statements about CSOs. There was also a decrease in organizational capacity as the attacks hindered CSOs’ ability 

to attract constituents and promote their missions. Advocacy was also affected by the anti-CSO campaign, while 

financial viability decreased because the available sources of funding declined. CSO service provision and sectoral 

infrastructure remained unchanged.  

Capital: Sofia 

Population: 6,966,899 

GDP per capita (PPP): $21,800 

Human Development Index: Very High (0.816) 

Freedom in the World: Free (80/100) 
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forming professional organizations or becoming members of any association. Both proposals were rejected during 

final voting on the amendments to the Judicial Systems Act in January 2020.  

Another disturbing event in 2019 was the politically motivated attempt to terminate one of the oldest human 

rights organizations in the country, the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee (BHC). One of the parties in the ruling 

coalition (VMRO) asked the prosecutor general to terminate BHC for trying to influence magistrates and carrying 

out unconstitutional activity. While the prosecutor general refused to take any action on this request, civil society 

viewed this as a worrying sign. Eventually, the prime minister publicly announced that he has worked well with 

BHC and stated that “the NGO sector is an extremely important corrective of any government.”  

Additional amendments to the CSO Law that were adopted in late 2018 clarified the deadlines for CSO reporting 

and confirmed that CSOs should submit their financial reports to the Registry Agency only after they transfer their 

registration. CSO financial reports, as well as the narrative reports of public benefit organizations, are publicly 

available.  

The taxation of CSOs did not change in 2019. CSOs are exempt from taxes on their income from donations, 

grants, and membership fees, but pay a 10 percent tax on profit from economic activities. Individuals and 

corporations are eligible for tax deductions for donations to public benefit CSOs, equivalent to 5 percent of their 

annual income and 10 percent of their net profit, respectively. CSOs face no limits to their access to sources of 

income, either national or international. They can participate in public procurements for goods and services and 

can fundraise publicly from both companies and individuals. The only limitation to their engagement in economic 

activities is that they must be additional and related to their mission. 

In principle, CSOs have access to legal assistance, including from the Bulgarian Center for Not-for-Profit Law 

(BCNL) and the legal network of the National Network for Children. At the regional and local levels, however, 

access to legal assistance is more limited.  

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY: 4.2 

The CSO sector’s organizational capacity declined in 

2019, largely as a result of the anti-CSO campaign and 

the growing polarization in society, in which informal 

groups, conservative organizations, and even the 

Orthodox Church questioned the legitimacy of CSOs 

fighting for the rights of children, minorities, and others. 

Such attacks had a negative effect on CSOs’ ability to 

attract constituents and promote their missions.  

Most registered CSOs had limited capacity to engage in 

intense communication campaigns to counter the anti-

CSO attacks or to engage in broader outreach efforts in 

2019.  As a result, many CSOs were unable to convince 

broader segments of the population of the importance of 

supporting their work. A sociological study carried out 

in September 2019 by Alpha Research at the request of 

WWF Bulgaria confirmed the fact that few people engage with formal CSOs. According to the survey, 61 percent 

of respondents have not supported CSOs and do not plan to support them in the future, while only 10 to 11 

percent of respondents engage with CSOs by donating money, volunteering, or doing both.  

On the other hand, informal groups increased their outreach efforts, especially on social media, which helped them 

attract new supporters. The group opposing the enactment of the Law on Social Services and CSO engagement in 

social services delivery, for example, attracted tens of thousands of online supporters, which is very difficult for 

traditional CSOs to do.  

Formal CSOs face serious problems sustaining themselves, and the number of active organizations has decreased. 

The Active Citizens Fund (the European Economic Area (EEA) Grants in Bulgaria), for instance, noted that it 

received approximately 25 percent fewer applications in 2019 than in previous calls for proposals. 
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Few CSOs focus on strategic planning. For example, only 4 out of the 140 member organizations of the National 

Network for Children expressed interest in the network’s initiative to provide strategic planning support in 2019. 

In the environmental area, generally only organizations that are part of international networks have strategic plans. 

Informal groups have clear but short-term objectives as these are more likely to engage the public. 

CSOs are becoming less professional both in terms of internal management and the way they organize their work. 

Many CSOs increasingly lack the administrative capacity to develop and implement internal policies and have fewer 

full-time employees, relying more on part-time consultants instead. Still, most established organizations have clear 

policies and try to be transparent, especially if they engage in fundraising from individuals and corporations. 

Because of the difficult financial situation CSOs faced in 2019 and previous years, many CSOs have problems 

attracting and retaining full-time employees. CSOs are becoming less competitive as employers compared to both 

the state and the business sector. According to the Charities Aid Foundation’s 2019 World Giving Index, an 

average of just 5 percent of Bulgarian respondents reported volunteering in CSOs in the last ten years, placing 

Bulgaria at 124th place out of 125 countries. 

CSOs in Bulgaria have cheap and easy access to the internet and technical equipment, although the availability of 

technical equipment is generally project-based. The social networks most widely used by CSOs are Facebook and 

Instagram. 

FINANCIAL VIABILITY: 4.7 

CSOs in Bulgaria increasingly struggle to secure funding 

for their operations as available sources of funding are 

decreasing.  

Traditional donors have largely stopped funding CSOs in 

Bulgaria. The Charles Stewart Mott Foundation awarded 

its last grants in Bulgaria in 2018. Oak Foundation closed 

its office in Bulgaria although it will continue its 

engagement with the country. On the other hand, the 

Active Citizens Fund provided its first grants in 2019, 

valued at slightly more than EUR 6.1 million, although 

projects only began to be implemented in the fall.  

Local sources of funding continue to be limited. The 

2019 State Budget Law allocated approximately BGN 70 

million (approximately $40 million) to CSOs. Out of this 

amount, almost BGN 50 million was provided to the 

Ministry of Youth and Sports, which primarily benefits sports organizations, while approximately BGN 12 million 

was provided in the form of direct subsidies to organizations listed in the budget law. Some ministries issue 

competition-based grants. The Ministry of Youth and Sports provided BGN 2 million (approximately $1.2 million) 

in 2019 from the fees collected from gambling operators, the same amount as in 2018. However, the funding was 

only for short-term projects (up to six months) so its impact is unclear. The Civil Society Development Council 

was still not set up in 2019, so the BGN 1 million (approximately $575,000) budgeted for CSO projects was lost.  

Funding at the local level is insufficient, although there were some encouraging developments. For example, the 

new Social Innovation Program in Sofia was launched in 2019 with a budget of BGN 100,000 (approximately 

$58,000).  

Some of the biggest and most important funding programs, including the America for Bulgaria Foundation (ABF) 

and the Active Citizens Fund, continue to be foreign. ABF continued to be the biggest foundation donor for CSOs 

in 2019. However, the overall amount provided to CSOs by ABF decreased from $10.6 million in 2018 to 

approximately $9 million in 2019.  

CSOs had limited possibilities to receive funding under the EU Operational Programs in 2019. There were no new 

calls under the EU Operational Program for Good Governance, although around EUR 5 million in grants that were 

signed in December 2018 and early 2019 began to be implemented. The Operational Program for Human 
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Resource Development financed some CSO projects focused mostly on social service provision. There were no 

CSO beneficiaries under the Operational Programs for Environment or Science, Education and Intelligent Growth. 

According to the Bulgarian Donors’ Forum, both corporate and individual giving decreased in 2018, the most 

recent year for which data is available. Corporate donations fell by 4 percent to BGN 36.6 million (approximately 

$21 million), while individual donations declined by 7 percent to BGN 8.3 million (approximately $4.8 million). 

What is more worrying is the fact that only 0.8 percent of the companies that submitted tax declarations and 0.3 

percent of individual taxpayers declared any donations in 2018. The most used donation mechanisms are donation 

boxes and charitable SMS while only around 8 percent of people use bank transfers. According to aggregate data 

for the last ten years in the World Giving Index, only 16 percent of people in Bulgaria have donated to a CSO.  

While these numbers are not promising, there were some positive examples in 2019 worth highlighting. A number 

of local online giving platforms and groups were active. For example, the Give/Donate Facebook group had 10,000 

members and Help Karma has helped a number of causes. At the end of 2019, there were thirty-two active 

campaigns by twenty-four Bulgarian CSOs on the Global Giving platform. A group of twelve leading CSOs 

combined their efforts in the Bulgaria Gives campaign with the aim of promoting giving to CSOs. The campaign 

brought together more than 120 causes and collected BGN 50,000 (approximately $29,000) in just ten days in 

March. Some CSOs have significant fundraising capacity. At its annual gala called the Evening of Virtues, for 

example, For Our Children Foundation collected more than BGN 180,000 (approximately $103,000). On the 

other hand, membership fees continue to be a small source of income. 

CSOs invest in efforts to sell goods and services, but their capacity in this regard is still limited. For example, 

Kaufland, a big retail chain, approached NAVA to purchase goods produced by its social enterprise but NAVA did 

not have the capacity to fill such a big order. One of the EU Operational Programs provides funding to social 

enterprises, but CSOs have to compete with municipalities for this funding. In a positive development, BCNL 

launched darpazar.bg, an online shop for products produced by social enterprises, in 2019. 

CSOs are legally obligated to publish their financial reports and active organizations adhere to these requirements. 

These are publicly available on the website of the National Registry Agency although there are often delays with 

the publication of the information. According to the law, audits are mandatory only for organizations with a very 

high turnover; despite this, some CSOs carry out voluntary audits. 

ADVOCACY: 2.7 

CSO advocacy deteriorated in 2019 as the backlash 

against CSOs affected their advocacy efforts.  

CSOs have access to formal channels of communication 

with the government. CSOs participate in several public 

councils, including the Public Council with the 

Parliamentary Committee for Interaction with CSOs and 

Citizen Complaints. In September 2019, the Council for 

Administrative Reform (which is part of the government) 

approved updated Standards for Public Consultations 

and issued new Rules, Procedures, and Criteria for 

Determining CSO Representatives in Consultative 

Bodies. While these documents are a sign that the 

government recognizes the importance of participation, 

there are questions about the effectiveness of formal 

consultation mechanisms, as shown by the situation with 

both the Law on Social Services and draft National Strategy for Children.  

The Law on Social Services was adopted in February 2019 after a broad consultation process that lasted for two 

years. The law was supposed to come into force on January 1, 2020. However, a public campaign on social media 

was launched against the already adopted law claiming that CSOs were supporting the law in order to access state 

social contracts and benefit from significant state funds. Despite the written appeal of fifty-six leading CSOs 
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engaged in the social area arguing for the law to enter into force as planned, the law’s effective date was postponed 

until July 2020. 

The draft National Strategy for Children 2019-2030 was published for discussion in January 2019, which is when 

the anti-CSO campaign and rhetoric started. Several organizations and online social groups reacted negatively to 

the draft. Objections to the draft included claims that it would allow children to be taken away from their parents 

easily. These groups also opposed provisions of the strategy that encouraged sexual education in schools and 

discouraged the use of corporal punishment, including by parents. The public criticism led the prime minister to 

order the withdrawal of the strategy in April. The lack of a clear position by the state institutions that initiated the 

draft strategy and their failure to defend it publicly increased mistrust against both state institutions and CSOs. 

Even after the strategy was withdrawn, the campaign remained active and false information continued to spread. 

For example, on October 7, 2019, two schools in Sliven stopped work when parents came to get their children 

based on rumors that the state social services would come and take away their children as part of the “Children 

Strategy.” The negative campaign has grown slowly from an effort opposing a state policy document into a broader 

campaign questioning CSOs’ legitimacy and even basic liberal values and the EU policies in Bulgaria. 

In the current environment, some CSOs worry that if they advocate for progressive reforms, their efforts may 

have negative results. While CSOs still engaged in several advocacy campaigns during the year, including in the 

environmental area, the majority of those were focused on preventing negative developments rather than 

proactively pushing for specific agendas. In January, the High Administrative Court supported the arguments of 

environmentalists that changes to the development plan for the national park Pirin can take place only after public 

consultations and an environmental assessment. This decision came only after all other avenues (letters, petitions, 

protests, etc.) proved ineffective. The Ministry of Environment and Waters tried to introduce amendments to the 

Law on Biodiversity that would, among other things, provide new and unclear requirements on how and which 

CSOs can take part in committees for the EU program Natura 2000. After more than 120 organizations issued a 

statement opposing the proposed amendments, the amendments were withdrawn in April. 

Several CSOs including the Bulgarian Pediatric Association and the Parents Association, with support from the 

National Network for Children, initiated a campaign to create a National Children’s Hospital. Eventually, the 

government announced a tender for construction of the hospital which is an important achievement even though 

there are debates as to the best approach for the construction. 

On August 21, 2019, the government finally adopted the Regulation for the Civil Society Development Council, 

almost one and a half years after the working group prepared the initial draft of the regulation. However, the call 

for election of CSO members of the Council was announced only in February 2020. There was also no 

development with the Law on Volunteerism, which was introduced in parliament in 2017 but continued to await its 

first reading at the end of 2019. 

SERVICE PROVISION: 3.1 

CSO service provision did not change in 2019. CSOs 

continue to provide a diverse range of services in areas 

ranging from education and social services to support to 

migrants, youth, and minorities.  

CSO services generally respond to the needs of people. 

CSOs increasingly track the results of their activities and 

the services they provide and use this information to 

show their impact to donors and the public. 

CSOs are learning how to reach beyond their traditional 

constituencies. They use social media to promote their 

services or ask their corporate partners for help in 

reaching out to their employees or partners, for 

example, by providing products around traditional 

holidays such as Easter or Christmas. These efforts, 

however, are still in the early stages of development. 
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Some CSO products and services are financed through grant funding; these are usually provided to beneficiaries 

for free. But many CSOs also try to engage in income-generating activities and social entrepreneurship to generate 

additional funding. Income-generating activities traditionally include trainings, publications, analyses, or expert 

advice or working with people in vulnerable situations to produce various products. An increasing number of 

organizations engage strategically in the development of new products and services that they can sell to increase 

their financial independence. These include branded products, educational games, experiences (such as preparing 

bread), and catering/food. As noted previously, the majority of CSOs have limited production capacity, but there is 

significant interest among CSOs in developing these skills. 

The government appreciates CSO services, as evidenced by the newly adopted Law on Social Services, which 

expands the possibilities for the government to engage CSOs by creating new forms of public-private partnerships. 

Most municipalities at the local level are also satisfied with CSO-provided services. But the current environment 

and negative rhetoric has made cooperation with both national and local authorities more difficult, and there have 

been cases when municipalities have not been willing to publicly express their support for CSOs. There are also 

areas such as healthcare and education in which the authorities do not contract with CSOs sufficiently even though 

they may have the experience. 

SECTORAL INFRASTRUCTURE: 3.0 

The infrastructure supporting the CSO sector did not 

change significantly in 2019, although the attacks against 

CSOs have pushed them to look for opportunities for 

joint interaction.  

Traditionally, CSOs get most of their support from 

existing networks and a few specialized CSOs, such as 

the NGO Information Portal (ngobg.info). In 2019, the 

Active Citizens Fund also started providing assistance to 

CSOs and organized a number of trainings related to the 

program’s thematic priorities, including empowerment of 

various groups; democratic culture; human rights; 

climate change and environmental protection; and 

financial management.  

A number of experienced local grantmaking 

organizations re-grant either international or corporate 

funds. These include the Bulgarian Fund for Women, the Trust for Social Achievement, Tulip Foundation, and 

Workshop for Civic Initiatives Foundation. The corporate programs of Lidl (a retail chain) and Vivacom (a 

telecommunication company), as well as Telus International (an outsourcing company), also continue to support 

CSOs. 

As CSOs were under attack in 2019, the value of CSO coalitions was more apparent, especially among bigger 

CSOs. With the help of donors such as Civitates, the Citizen Participation Forum and the Bulgarian Fund for 

Women attempted to create overarching coalitions covering a wide spectrum of organizations or thematic areas in 

order to respond to the attacks on CSOs and liberal values. There is also an ongoing effort to establish a coalition 

of social service providers. Other existing networks, including the National Network for Children, For the Nature 

Coalition, the Bulgarian Donors’ Forum, and the Bulgarian Platform for International Development, also continued 

to be active in 2019. 

CSOs can access quality training that is available on both a paid and free basis. In general, CSOs are more 

interested in training on practical topics such as legal requirements and accounting. A number of trainings focused 

on communication, marketing, and presentation skills were also offered in 2019. 

A number of good examples of intersectoral partnerships show that companies continue to value CSOs and see 

them as partners. For example, Avon and Animus Association cooperate on a hotline for domestic violence and 

A1 (a mobile phone operator) and the National Association for Foster Care work together to support various 

foster care initiatives. Customers of the Fantastico supermarkets can donate to Olemale.bg, which  supports 
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families of children with disabilities, when paying at the cash register. In 2019, Accenture worked with BCNL to 

develop darpazar.bg, an online shop for products produced by social enterprises. 

Bulgaria Gives, which aims to promote giving to CSOs, is a good example of cooperation between CSOs and 

media. The campaign also benefited from the support of actors and musicians who challenged their colleagues and 

friends to donate. 

PUBLIC IMAGE: 4.0 

The sector’s public image deteriorated significantly in 

2019 as a result of the increased anti-CSO rhetoric 

during the year.  

In 2019, national media coverage of CSOs was focused 

largely on the negative campaign against the sector. 

Media also provided critics of CSOs with the opportunity 

to present their opinions, further spreading 

disinformation about the role of CSOs. Social media now 

influences traditional media, with newspapers and TV 

stations often covering Facebook posts that present false 

information or unsubstantiated claims about CSOs. In 

doing so, these false claims have been given legitimacy 

and spread farther. At the local level, media provides 

sufficient space for CSOs to promote positive stories, 

although CSOs note that local media is often less 

interested in publishing stories about problems or conflicts. Large media outlets continue to support the campaigns 

of specific CSOs. For example, Nova TV continues its partnership with Reach for Change to support social 

entrepreneurship. 

According to a report published by Gallup International and the Wellcome Global Monitor in June 2019, Bulgaria 

ranks last of all countries surveyed in terms of trust in CSOs, with just 24 percent of people trusting CSOs. 

Bulgaria also has one of the highest percentages of people who do not know whether or not to trust CSOs (26 

percent). This demonstrates the serious impact of the anti-CSO rhetoric. One example of the negative effect of 

the campaigns in the last two years is the fact that an established CSO changed its name so it no longer includes 

the word “gender,” a term that now has very negative connotations in Bulgaria as a result of the campaign against 

the Istanbul Convention in 2018. 

While the business sector’s attitude towards CSOs did not change in 2019, the government’s attitude changed 

somewhat, with both national and local level institutions expressing support for CSOs in person, but unwilling to 

be publicly associated with CSOs. There are examples of the government choosing to not publicly announce the 

fact that CSOs are engaged in decision-making processes for fear of a negative reaction. At the same time, high-

level state officials continue to express negative attitudes towards CSOs. For example, the Minister of Defense has 

criticized the fact that institutions take into consideration CSO opinions and has called CSOs “structures that call 

themselves civil society who no one has elected for anything.” Various public statements claim that foreign funding 

of CSOs leads to the promotion of foreign interests. Even the Orthodox Church published an official statement 

against the new Law on Social Services, in which it stated that the new regulation gives the leading role to private 

providers that are mainly CSOs that “may be an instrument of foreign interests that are harmful for our society.” 

A member of parliament from the ruling coalition spoke openly against CSOs, stating in one interview that, 

“Bulgaria is a country with a governmental, not with a non-governmental rule. But CSOs, often paid from abroad, 

are trying to govern. They stopped the second ski lift in Bansko, they may stop the metro as well.”   

The experience in 2019 demonstrates that CSOs’ capacity to organize themselves and use social media is quite 

limited and that CSOs do not work sufficiently with their members. Few CSOs have dedicated staff members to 

manage their public relations. When CSOs have to respond to a coordinated attack, they still have to continue 

doing their regular work, while anti-CSO groups are able to focus primarily on the campaign. CSOs do not have 

time to train their staff on public relations; they need experienced people to help them immediately. 
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There is no joint CSO code of ethics, but CSOs are required by law to publish their financial reports. Public 

benefit organizations also are required to make their activity reports publicly available.
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CROATIA 
 

OVERALL CSO SUSTAINABILITY: 3.4 

 
After years of decline followed by stagnation, the Croatian economy finally recorded growth in 2019. According to 

data for the third quarter of the year, annual gross domestic product (GDP) increased by 2.9 percent. 

Nevertheless, 2019 was a turbulent year from an economic point of view. The country’s shipyards and the Djuro 

Djaković group, one of the largest metal processers in the region, both faced serious financial crises, while 

Agrokor, the country’s largest company, transformed into the Fortenova group after a liquidity crisis in 2018. With 

co-financing from the European Union (EU), the country continued to spend hundreds of millions of Euro to build 

the Pelješac Bridge to establish a unified transportation network in the country. Meanwhile, tax reform was 

underway. In this context, there were numerous strikes and protests during the year.  

On the political front, Croatia held elections for the European Parliament and a new president in 2019. The first 

round of presidential elections was held on December 22, 2019. As no candidate received an absolute majority of 

votes, a second round was held on January 5, 2020, in which Zoran Milanović, candidate from the center-left Social 

Democratic Party (SDP), defeated incumbent president Kolinda Grabar-Kitarović. In the European elections, the 

two leading parties in the country, SDP and the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ), each won four of the twelve 

seats. 

During 2019, Croatia was accused of illegally returning migrants to Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH). In May, Swiss 

television broadcast a video allegedly showing Croatian police officers forcibly returning migrants to BiH. In an 

open letter in July, Human Rights Watch asked President Grabar-Kitarović to stop Croatia from returning 

migrants. Grabar-Kitarović admitted in an interview with Swiss television that there is a practice of “pushing back” 

migrants across the border. There were also numerous crimes and hate speech against the Serbian minority in 

2019. Although no statistics are available on the overall number of such incidents, several serious attacks were 

reported. For example, brutal attacks on Serbian citizens took place near the cities of Rijeka and Knin. In February, 

three players on the Red Star Belgrade water polo team were verbally and physically attacked in Split. 

CSO sustainability did not change significantly in 2019. The financial viability and service provision dimensions 

recorded declines as long delays experienced in funding programs affected both dimensions. At the same time, the 

public mobilized around a number of civil initiatives addressing issues of concern, resulting in an improvement in 

advocacy, and the positive public response to these efforts contributed to an improvement in public image.  

According to the Register of Associations, at the end of 2019, there were 50,318 active registered associations, a 

slight reduction compared to 2018. During the year, 1,365 associations were terminated and 11,425 associations 

were removed from the Register because they no longer exist. CSOs must register with the Ministry of Finance in 

order to be eligible for state funds at the national or local level. As of December 31, 2019, there were 38,211 

Capital: Zagreb 

Population: 4,227,746 

GDP per capita (PPP): $24,700 

Human Development Index: Very High (0.837) 

Freedom in the World: Free (85/100) 
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associations registered with the Ministry of Finance, an increase from 37,319 in 2018. A total of 38,165 

associations submitted financial reports to the Ministry of Finance during the year.  

LEGAL ENVIRONMENT: 3.1 

The legal environment did not change significantly in 

2019.  

CSOs in Croatia continue to be governed primarily by 

the Law on Associations, Law on Foundations and Funds, 

the Regulation on the Criteria, Standards and Procedures 

for Financing and Contracting Programs and Projects of 

Common Interest Implemented by Associations, the Law 

on Financial Operation and Accounting of Nonprofit 

Organizations, and the Law on Volunteering. The legal 

framework clearly defines the rules for internal 

management, the scope of allowed activities, financial 

reporting requirements, and the procedures for 

terminating associations. The law is enforced in 

accordance with its stipulations. CSOs still consider the 

legal framework and administrative obligations imposed 

by it to be too normative.  

There continued to be delays in adopting the new National Strategy for Creating an Enabling Environment for Civil 

Society Development 2017-2021 in 2019. At the end of the year, it was in its final phase of development, in which 

state administration bodies can comment on it, after which it will proceed to public consultations. It was expected 

to be adopted in the first quarter of 2020, although this did not happen. Because of the delay, the strategy will now 

encompass a much longer period, through 2027. In November, the National Foundation for Civil Society 

Development (NFCSD) organized the conference Civil Society 2030: HR-EU_Euro-Mediterranean in Šibenik. 

During the conference, consultations were held with CSO representatives about the new strategy. However, 

broader consultations are still necessary as not all CSOs were able to participate in this event. CSOs have 

expressed concern with the fact that the new strategy will cover a much longer strategic period, which in turn 

opens other strategic questions.  

CSO registration procedures did not change during 2019. Smaller CSOs and those from rural areas still complain 

about the fact that they are required to use double-entry accounting for the first three years of their existence. 

CSOs find this requirement burdensome, noting that smaller CSOs often do not have the human and financial 

resources to satisfy the requirements. Furthermore, some smaller CSOs that work on a volunteer basis to enrich 

local community life struggle to develop statutes that meet the requirements of the Law on Associations.  

The legal environment for foundations in Croatia is still highly unfavorable. The new Law on Foundations was 

adopted at the end of 2018 and came into force in March 2019. While the new law attempted to simplify the 

procedure for establishing and registering foundations, there continued to be problems with registration. 

Amendments to the Law on Foundations also failed to regulate family foundations or private foundations focused 

on social welfare. Donors, including state bodies, still have limited understanding of foundations, and tenders 

generally still exclude foundations as possible applicants or partners.  

CSOs are protected from the possibility of being closed down by the state for political or arbitrary reasons. In 

2019, however, the Ministry of Interior again directly harassed CSOs that criticized the government for engaging in 

violence when forcing refugees and migrants back over the border, generally immediately after they crossed it, 

without consideration of their individual circumstances or providing them with the possibility of applying for 

asylum. Volunteers were taken into custody and organizations were prevented from speaking out against these 

actions. In some cases, these organizations and the involved volunteers also were defamed and funding agreements 

were terminated. At the end of 2018, for example, the Ministry of the Interior denied the Center for Peace Studies 

(CMS) entry into asylum-seekers' shelters by refusing to extend its cooperation agreement, despite the fact that 

CMS has supported refugees for fifteen years.  
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CSOs continued to face administrative harassment in the form of administrative burdens and the inefficiency of 

both public administration bodies and the system of EU fund management. Officials in the tax administrations and 

state and town offices are frequently not trained adequately and often interpret rules and laws, including the EU 

regulations that apply to tax treatment of CSOs, differently.  

CSOs can generate revenue through the provision of services and can enter into contracts with government 

bodies. They can also organize fundraising campaigns, although there is still not a clear legislative framework in this 

area. CSOs can also receive donations from foreign donors without legal restrictions. 

All CSO income, including income from economic activity, is exempt from taxation under the Law on Financial 

Operation and Accounting of Nonprofit Organizations. Additionally, humanitarian organizations are exempt from 

paying value-added tax (VAT) on purchases made for humanitarian purposes, and all CSOs are exempt from VAT 

while using income from EU sources, regardless of their area of activity. Individual and corporate taxpayers have 

the right to income tax deductions up to 2 percent for charitable donations to CSOs.  

CSOs have limited access to quality legal services. Most lawyers still do not show an interest in the legal 

regulations that regulate CSOs’ activity. Quality legal advice is almost exclusively available through other CSOs that 

employ legal professionals, such as the Croatian Legal Center and Information Legal Center Slavonski Brod. Most 

of these organizations are based in larger towns, which means that CSOs in rural areas frequently do not have 

anyone to turn to for legal information and advice.  

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY: 3.5 

Organizational capacity did not change in 2019.  

CSOs continue to struggle to develop public support for 

their work due to a shortage of staff coupled with 

increasing administrative demands. Despite these 

problems, certain initiatives, such as #saveme 

(#spasime), which opposes domestic violence and all 

other forms of violence, benefited from strong public 

support during the year.  

CSOs’ ability to adhere to their missions continues to be 

threatened by their reliance on project-based funding, 

which results in them focusing on areas in which funding 

is available. CSOs’ strategic planning abilities did not 

change in 2019. CSOs are legally required to adopt 

strategic documents, but generally only CSOs with 

greater organizational capacities and diverse funding 

sources engage in serious strategic planning. Smaller, local CSOs formally undergo strategic planning, but they 

frequently change their activities without reflecting these changes in their strategic documents. Some CSOs list 

areas of work unrelated to their activities in their statutes due to uncertain financial circumstances, thus leaving 

themselves flexibility to apply for tenders that are not focused on their primary areas of activity. Few CSOs 

monitor their impact. 

CSOs’ internal management structures and practices did not change notably in 2019. CSOs with greater 

organizational and financial capacities and diverse funding sources have structured internal management systems, 

including qualified staff with specialized tasks. In smaller CSOs, individuals often perform multiple roles. 

Staffing continues to be an issue in the sector. CSOs—even larger organizations that receive significant funds from 

the EU or other public sources—struggle to retain staff due to gaps in their funding. Furthermore, many funds 

impose great administrative burdens, which require CSO staff specialized in financial and administrative 

management. When CSOs lose such staff, they struggle to recruit qualified new employees. In addition, emigration 

is an issue, particularly outside of Zagreb, making it very difficult to find quality staff in these areas. CSOs in rural 

areas claim that people do not want to work for CSOs, although they might volunteer or get involved occasionally. 

Low salaries and uncertain working conditions also cause problems. In addition, CSOs are generally unable to pay 

severance when employment contracts are terminated. 
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According to the last Report on Services Performed or Activities of Volunteer Work Organizers available on the 

website of the Ministry of Demographics, Family, Youth, and Social Policy, the number of reports about organized 

volunteer work submitted in 2018 increased by 28 percent, the number of registered volunteers increased by 32 

percent, and the number of volunteer hours increased by 25 percent compared to 2017. In total, 62,699 

volunteers worked for approximately 3.2 million volunteer hours in 2018, and their contributions were valued at 

approximately HRK 15 million (approximately $2.25 million). 

CSOs increasingly use information and communications technology (ICT), social networks, collaborative platforms, 

and web portals. Smaller CSOs from rural areas still lack the knowledge and capacities to use new technologies. 

FINANCIAL VIABILITY: 4.5 

Financial viability deteriorated in 2019, primarily because 

of the long delays experienced in the announcement, 

decision-making, and award of funding programs, and in 

paying funds for contracted projects. For example, 

members of the Croatian Network for the Homeless, 

which includes the Red Cross Zagreb, Charity 

Association Karlovac, and Oaza Association in Rijeka, 

among others, completed the implementation of three-

year projects and programs financed by the Ministry for 

Demographics, Family, Youth and Social Policy in 

October 2019. However, the new tender for the 

continuation of these activities was announced only 

towards the end of 2019, with results expected in April 

2020. This left a six-month gap during which members of 

the network had to cease their activities, including the 

provision of housing for young homeless persons, fire 

their employees, and leave the rented premises. Another problem is that ministries increasingly use the practice of 

retrograde contracting, in which they offer CSOs contracts with starting dates a month in the past, thereby 

reducing project implementation periods.  

CSOs rely largely on public funds. Generally, only large organizations have the capacity to apply for foreign funding. 

Private philanthropy is still underdeveloped in Croatia, and earned income is not yet a well-developed funding 

model among Croatian CSOs.  

According to the last available data from the draft Report on Financing CSO Projects and Programs from Public 

Funds, in 2017 HRK 1.930 billion (approximately $289 million) in public funds was spent on CSO projects and 

programs, an increase of almost 10 percent compared to 2016. Out of the total amount, 43 percent came from 

the national level, 53 percent came from local and regional self-governments, and the remaining 4 percent came 

from public companies, tourist associations, and other providers. Almost 3,000 projects were financed. Public 

bodies awarding CSOs financing generally comply with the standards of financing. The Office for Cooperation with 

NGOs continues to conduct training for government bodies about the implementation of the Regulation on the 

Criteria, Standards and Procedures for Financing and Contracting Programs and Projects of Common Interest 

Implemented by Associations. 

Local self-government units usually attempt to use their limited budgets to fund as many local CSOs as possible; 

therefore, the amounts are usually symbolic and insufficient to have much impact.  

NFCSD is a public foundation focused on promoting and developing civil society in Croatia that receives state 

budget funds, in part from the income from games of chance. According to NFCSD’s 2018 annual report, during 

the fifteen years of its existence, NFCSD has awarded 5,209 grants worth approximately HRK 501 million 

(approximately $75 million) through eighty-one calls for proposals and sixty-three calls for expression of interest. 

The development of philanthropy in Croatia is still impeded by the tax system, which does not stimulate such 

giving, the low standard of living in the country, and CSOs’ limited capacities to engage in fundraising. Nonetheless, 

there were several significant philanthropic initiatives in 2019. The initiative #saveme and the Foundation for 
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Human Rights and Solidarity Solidarna established the fund #saveme to support victims of violence through the 

provision of economic, legal, psychological, medical, and housing assistance.  During the first two months of its 

fundraising campaign, #saveme raised almost HRK 400,000 (approximately $60,000) in donations from 36,963 

citizens and ten private companies.  

According to Catalyst Balkans, which has been researching and analyzing the state of philanthropy in the Western 

Balkans since 2013, In 2018, there were a total of 2,865 donations to CSOs valued at approximately EUR 6. 7 

million, while in 2019, there were 3,011 donations valued at more than EUR 15.3 million. While the number of 

individual donations increased dramatically, the number of corporate sector donations decreased significantly in 

2019. There were several notable examples of corporate donations during the year. The Bagatin Clinic donated a 

vehicle worth EUR 23,000 to the SOS Children's Village Ladimirevci. The Internet Marketing and Advertising 

Agency Escape d.o.o, donated all the registration fees (more than EUR 6,000) from an Internet marketing 

convention to the Red Nose Association by the Clown Doctors from Zagreb, which promotes humor and 

cheerfulness, mainly among children in the hospital.  

In a unique fundraising initiative, the Association of Women Suffering from and Treated for Cancer raised funds to 

provide taxi services to women suffering from cancer by organizing a Humanitarian Flea Market with celebrities in 

2019. With the exception of the #saveme campaign, CSOs did not engage in any significant crowdfunding 

campaigns in 2019.  

In 2019, CSOs continued to receive funds from the EU, foreign foundations, embassies, and other international 

organizations. There was a noticeable decrease in the number of EU-funded tenders, while the level of funding 

from other donors remained stable. Public authorities that act as intermediary bodies and issue tenders financed by 

the EU continue to lack capacity, as demonstrated by their delays or failures to announce tenders. In addition, 

public bodies lack the capacity to evaluate funded programs. At the same time, the bureaucratic burdens involved 

with implementing EU programs and projects places increasing pressure on the daily operation of CSOs. 

CSOs still do not generate significant revenue through the sale of their products or services. The community 

continues to expect the services offered by CSOs to be free of charge. There were no significant developments in 

terms of social entrepreneurship in 2019. As there is still no legal regulation of social entrepreneurship, few CSOs 

launch social enterprises.  

CSOs are obliged to submit financial statements and make them public through the Register of Associations kept 

by the Ministry of Finance. CSOs generally only conduct financial audits at the request of donors, mostly for larger 

projects. Some CSOs, mainly those based in larger towns, use the services of specialized accounting companies. 

ADVOCACY: 3.1 

CSOs were more actively engaged in advocacy in 2019 

compared to 2018. A number of civil initiatives mobilized 

the public around issues of concern. For example, in 

March, the initiative #saveme, which was started by the 

actress Jelena Veljača, organized a protest against 

domestic violence and all other forms of violence in 

which an estimated 10,000 people participated. In 

addition, several thousand people gathered in Zagreb in 

October for the protest “Justice for Girls” in order to 

show their support for victims of sexual violence who do 

not receive adequate protection from the system. The 

protest’s message was that failure to punish a crime is a 

crime. 

Furthermore, a large protest of teachers called “Croatia 

Must Do Better” was held in Zagreb in November to 

protest low wages in the sector. Approximately 200 buses with teachers from across Croatia came to Zagreb for 

the protest. According to estimates made by trade unions, more than 40,000 people participated in the 

demonstration, which was preceded by several months of strikes by education workers throughout Croatia. The 
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youth initiative Fridays for Future Croatia supported global climate protests, holding a series of demonstrations in 

Zagreb, Rijeka, Split, and Osijek. 

Finally, the association of parents of children suffering from spinal muscular atrophy Hummingbirds organized a 

protest called “Spinraza for All,” demanding that the medication Spinraza be approved for everyone with this 

disease. This would require the Croatian Health Insurance Fund to overturn a previous decision that barred the 

provision of this medication to patients over the age of eighteen and those on respirators. 

The e-Consultation system, the central portal for consultations with the interested public, has been active for four 

years. According to the latest data available by the Office for Cooperation with NGOs, in 2018 state 

administration bodies, including the Croatian National Bank, organized 1,033 consultation sessions, an increase of 

46 percent compared to 2017 when 706 consultation sessions were held. During 2018, a total of 4,712 legal and 

natural persons participated in these consultations, down from 5,821 in 2017. In July 2019, the Office for 

Legislation assumed responsibility from the Office for Cooperation with NGOs for providing administrative 

support to the work of the e-Consultation portal and the coordination of state administration bodies with regard 

to the implementation of consultations with the interested public. It is unknown if the Office for Legislation is 

interested in bringing the e-Consultation system to the local level.  

In 2019, six sessions of the Council for Civil Society were held, compared to four sessions held in 2018. Areas of 

the Council’s special concern in the strategic plan and planned activities in 2019 included: increasing the 

transparency and visibility of the Council and topics addressed at the Council’s sessions, informing the government 

about the work of the Council, and forming work groups and ensuring their efficient work. 

SERVICE PROVISION: 3.2 

CSO service provision deteriorated slightly in 2019 

because of delays in issuing tenders and ongoing 

uncertainty in the availability of funding for services.  

In 2019, CSOs continued to provide a wide range of 

products and services. Social services are particularly 

prominent, while other popular services focus on quality 

of life issues, cultural activities, psychosocial assistance, 

professional training, and lifelong learning. CSOs often 

provide “unpopular” social services, such as the provision 

of home help services for the sick, elderly, or disabled, in 

order to meet existing needs for such services in local 

communities.   

CSOs continue to assess the needs of their local 

communities, primarily through regular communication 

and interaction with local community stakeholders. CSOs 

do not openly or visibly discriminate in the provision of their services. 

In 2018, the Swiss-Croatian Cooperation Programme launched a call for proposals aimed at increasing the 

contribution of CSOs to economic and social cohesion and the sustainable development of local communities. 

Fifteen projects received a total of more than HRK 21 million (approximately $3.1 million) through this call. The 

projects, which began to be implemented in 2019, focused on raising awareness about sustainable development and 

developing the skills of children and youth on sustainable development issues. The projects are implemented by 

CSOs in cooperation with schools and local communities. 

There were significant delays in 2019 in announcing tenders from the European Social Fund and a reduction in the 

number of tenders to which CSOs could apply. Additionally, there were huge delays in publishing the results of 

tenders announced in 2018. These delays reduced the ability of CSOs to provide services and resulted in the 

termination of some services, including services for homeless people, as described above.  

Some associations are created specifically to provide services that are lacking in local communities, such as the 

care of vulnerable groups. For example, local governments are obliged to support housing programs for the 
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homeless. Often, the local government will “push” an existing CSO to provide such a service or support the 

establishment of a completely new association to provide such a service. 

Associations still rely primarily on project-based funding, which hinders the sustainable provision of services. This 

is particularly a problem in the sphere of social services, including those that facilitate access to rights guaranteed 

by the constitution. For example, the constitution states that education should be accessible to everyone on equal 

terms. CSOs provide teaching assistants to persons with disabilities to help them participate in the educational 

process. However, the availability of teaching assistants depends on project-based funding, which makes its 

sustainability unreliable. CSOs continue to advocate for the development of systematic and continuous financing of 

such services through social contracting models. The state’s lack of stable funding indicates a lack of appreciation 

for CSO services. 

Although most CSOs lack knowledge about market processes, a growing number of CSOs provide services such 

as workshops and training at market prices in order to enhance their financial viability. For example, association 

Forum for Freedom of Education offers paid seminars and workshops to improve the quality of teaching. 

SECTORAL INFRASTRUCTURE: 2.9 

The infrastructure supporting civil society did not change 

significantly in 2019 and continued to be centralized. 

NFCSD stopped supporting regional support centers at 

the end of 2017. As a result, CSO representatives, 

particularly those from smaller areas, report that they no 

longer have ready access to professional support. The 

decision to abolish the regional support centers was not 

foreseen by the National Strategy for Creating an 

Enabling Environment for the Civil Society Development. 

In 2019, NFCSD opened regional branch offices in Split, 

Rijeka and Osijek. These branch offices are supposed to 

support the beneficiaries of the European Social Fund in 

order to increase the impact of funded projects. 

However, no public information is available about the 

accomplishments of these offices in 2019.  

Several local foundations provide grants to CSOs. In cooperation with NFCSD, the four organizations that used to 

serve as regional support centers provide small grants to CSOs. The Foundation for Human Rights and Solidarity 

Solidarna currently implements four funds with funding from more than 600 individuals and legal entities. 

Hitno&Bitno (Urgent&Important) supports ad hoc civil initiatives that react to violations of human rights and 

principles of democratic governance, and which cannot be funded by other donors in a timely manner; Inkubator 

(Incubator) supports new local and experimental initiatives for the protection of human rights, particularly those 

which address vulnerable local communities; Culture in the Community supports smaller cultural projects with a 

broad scope in the community aimed at raising awareness about human rights and solidarity; and the Desa and 

Jerko Baković fund supports the education of poor children and youth. Solidarna intends to collect additional 

donor funds to become a permanent source of support for children and youth whose education is hampered by 

socio-economic deprivation. 

CSOs increasingly exchange information, promote joint interests, and advocate for changes in society through 

different networks, platforms, initiatives, and associations. For example, the Women's Network Croatia has forty 

member organizations that promote feminist principles. Several organizations serve as centers to promote sectoral 

interests and activities. For example, on its website, Odraz regularly shares news and information that promotes 

civil society’s interests.  

CSOs have access to training on CSO management, but these opportunities are not equally accessible throughout 

the country and there is a shortage of specialized trainings and educational opportunities related to strategic 

financial and project management. NFCSD continued to cooperate with some of the organizations that used to 

serve as regional support centers to provide training to strengthen the capacities of CSO staff in 2019. NFCSD 
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also offers workshops itself, but these are poorly attended, possibly because they focus on basic knowledge and 

skills related to CSO management. Training materials are mostly available in the Croatian language.  

One of the most prominent CSOs providing CSO management training is ACT Group from Čakovec, which 

organized the Academy of Business Skills once again in 2019. This program, which provides managers of social 

enterprises and nonprofit organizations with the opportunity to acquire business skills, is unique because it was 

founded through cooperation between the civil and private sectors, which is still rare in Croatia. Participants in the 

Academy of Business Skills have the opportunity to gain knowledge in the areas of management, leadership, 

marketing, and finances, and the chance to network with top managers of social enterprises. However, the reach 

of this program is limited, only accommodating approximately twenty participants each year. In addition, the 

program is organized in Zagreb, which makes it more difficult for people from remote parts of the country to 

participate in it.  

The Office for Cooperation with NGOs continues to encourage cooperation and partnership between the 

government and CSOs. Cooperation between CSOs and state administration bodies in the process of 

programming EU-funded grants is still inadequate, which results in a discrepancy between funding program and real 

needs. 

In May 2018, a call for proposals was launched entitled Thematic Networks within the Operational Program 

Efficient Human Potential of the European Social Fund. The aim of the call was to strengthen the capacities of 

CSOs to engage in efficient dialogue with public administration, social partners, and higher education institutions in 

shaping and implementing reforms, as well as strengthening social dialogue to form better working conditions with 

a focus on seasonal jobs. The results of this call have not been announced yet, again demonstrating the problems of 

delays in announcing and publicizing the results of EU-funded calls. 

PUBLIC IMAGE: 3.2 

CSOs’ public image improved in 2019 due to the positive 

reception of large CSO initiatives focused on issues such 

as the protection of women and children victims of 

violence. In addition, several large newspapers reported 

positively on CSOs during the year. For example, widely 

recognized portals reported on the activities of The 

Women’s Room and interviewed experts from this 

association about the problems faced by victims of 

violence, as well as the organizations that are involved in 

these issues. As a result of such coverage, some public 

figures got involved in these issues, which further 

increased public awareness.  

This media attention and public pressure reduced the 

marginalization of CSO representatives by the authorities 

and increased government interest in addressing the 

issue of domestic violence. Thus, in April 2019, representatives of homes and associations for the victims of 

domestic violence met with Prime Minister Andrej Plenković, the Minister of Demographics, Family, Youth and 

Social Policy, the Minister of Interior, and the General Police Director. The prime minister pointed out that they 

had an opportunity to hear the ideas, suggestions, and proposals from representatives of associations that have 

been dealing with the issue of violence for many years, and that this contribution will help the government to 

improve the legal and institutional framework, financial means, and aspects of educating and raising public 

awareness. This initiated the inclusion of CSO representatives in various working groups and the work of the 

Ministry of Demographics, Family, Youth and Social Policy, Ministry of Justice, and Ministry of the Interior. 

Representatives of the associations for victims of domestic violence involved in the meeting indicated that this was 

the first time there was political will to initiate concrete changes in this area and that for the first time the 

government perceived organizations that work on these problems as partners in this process.  
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In some cases, however, media coverage did not raise public awareness of CSOs’ work. For example, while the 

issue of migrants in the country receive a lot of media coverage, CSO representatives have not noted any 

significant developments in the level of public support they receive for their work in this area.    

The business sector still does not view CSOs as partners, and there is limited cooperation between the two 

sectors.  

The Office for Cooperation with NGOs continues to organize NGOs’ Open Days, an annual event held 

throughout Croatia with the aim of informing the public about the work of CSOs. On NGOs’ Open Days, 

individuals can participate in numerous creative workshops, lectures, plays, and other actions that give them the 

opportunity to get acquainted with different community projects and programs; volunteer opportunities are also 

organized. In 2019, the Office for Cooperation with NGOs, in cooperation with the Croatian Association for 

Public Relations, invited associations that participated in NGOs’ Open Days and that conduct activities that 

promote sustainable development through social services in local communities to apply to a public call entitled 

“Communication support to social service programs of associations.” Twenty applications were received, and the 

Croatian Association for Early Intervention in Childhood (HURID) and the association Ozana were selected to 

receive professional communications support and funds to prepare promotional materials and advertise their social 

services.  

CSOs continue to use social networks and various communication channels as a tool to communicate with other 

CSOs and with the public. 

CSOs strive to be transparent in their work by preparing annual reports and making them available on their 

websites. In addition, a growing number of CSOs submit annual financial statements to the Ministry of Finance, 

which are available in the Register of Associations. Submission of these financial statements is a mandatory 

criterion for associations to apply to state-funded tenders. Most CSOs still do not have formally adopted codes of 

ethics, but many of them adhere to principles of ethical conduct in their work.
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CZECH 

REPUBLIC1 

OVERALL CSO SUSTAINABILITY: 2.6

 
In 2019, civil society in the Czech Republic was affected by several contradictory developments that reflected the 

polarization of Czech society as well as national economic and political trends. The country’s economic boom 

continued throughout the year, enabling the government to provide record levels of financial support to CSOs. 

This increased state funding helped improve both the quality and scope of CSOs’ services. At the same time, with 

an unemployment rate that dipped to only 2.2 percent in October 2019, according to the Czech Statistical Office, 

coupled with an inability to pay suitable wages, the sector faced a chronic lack of qualified employees.  

Political pressure on CSOs intensified in 2019. In a worrying development, representatives of so-called traditional 

parties began to adopt rhetoric critical of CSOs similar to that used by President Miloš Zeman, Prime Minister 

Andrej Babiš, and parties on the margins of the political spectrum. Their unflattering views of civil society received 

prominent exposure in various “disinformation” media, whose influence remained strong in 2019. Negative 

statements about “political nonprofit organizations,” a term applied to CSOs ranging from anti-corruption and 

human rights organizations to environmental, humanitarian, and migrant CSOs, were increasingly common in public 

discourse. In autumn 2019, the chairman of the new political party Trikolora, which holds no seats in parliament, 

promised to "take money away from political nonprofits.” 

Despite this pressure, civil society mobilized effectively in 2019. The Million Moments for Democracy (Milion 

chvilek pro demokracii) movement organized two demonstrations during the year that were the largest in the 

Czech Republic since the 1989 Velvet Revolution ending the communist regime. The movement began in 2017 as 

an informal initiative seeking to expose the prime minister’s conflicts of interest and involvement in European 

Union (EU) subsidy fraud and has expanded to support democratic culture and public engagement more broadly. 

CSOs also worked on a number of environmental issues, including climate change, water use, and deteriorating 

forest conditions.  

Overall CSO sustainability did not change in 2019. The only dimensions of sustainability recording a score change 

was organizational capacity, which improved slightly as CSOs worked increasingly well with their constituencies. 

 
 

1Thank you to the Department of Public and Social Policy at Charles University in Prague for their review and contributions to 

the 2019 CSOSI report for the Czech Republic. 

Capital: Prague 

Population: 10,702,498 

GDP per capita (PPP): $35,500 

Human Development Index: Very High (0.891) 

Freedom in the World: Free (91/100) 
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According to the Czech Statistical Office, in January 2020, there were more than 130,000 CSOs in the Czech 

Republic, including 99,292 associations, 25,319 branch associations, 2,591 public benefit corporations, 1,952 

endowment funds, 1,179 institutes, and 522 foundations. The terms CSOs, public benefit organizations, and NGOs 

are used interchangeably in the Czech Republic.  

LEGAL ENVIRONMENT: 2.8 

The legal environment for CSOs did not change in 2019. 

CSOs must register if they want to acquire legal 

personality. Clear requirements for registration are 

stipulated for each legal form of CSO. The registration 

process is easy and can be completed in a reasonable 

amount of time. Registration is free of charge, and CSOs 

are exempt from most other associated administrative 

charges. Most forms of CSOs register with the courts, 

which sometimes interpret the law inconsistently. 

However, the Ministry of Justice and the courts are 

working to iron out inconsistencies through ongoing 

communication with CSOs. Informal movements and 

initiatives may operate freely without registration but are 

unable to enter into contracts, apply for subsidies, or 

organize public collections.  

CSOs are required to submit financial statements annually. If they do not do so for a number of years, they are 

considered inactive. The public registry continues to include many inactive and non-existent organizations, but the 

Ministry of Justice hopes to correct this with modifications to an online app that are expected to be introduced by 

the end of 2021.  

The law does not unduly restrict CSOs’ activities. The rules governing CSOs’ internal structures and management 

vary according to legal form but in general are balanced and proportionate. Although the authorities do not usually 

target individual organizations, the administrative burden on CSOs is generally high. CSOs receiving state subsidies 

are subject to especially complicated administrative processes, such as providing an excessive number of copies of 

documents to receive reimbursement for their expenses. For example, Diecézní Charita Brno, a large social 

services provider, reported that in 2019 it was required to submit about thirty copies of many documents. 

Operating conditions worsened in 2019 for CSOs offering social services, as regional governments and the 

Ministry of Health imposed burdensome administrative and reporting requirements. CSOs may appeal to the 

courts in disputes with governmental authorities. 

Several changes to the legal framework affecting CSOs were proposed or enacted in 2019. Amendments to the 

Act on Electronic Sales Registration and Value-Added Tax Act entered into force in November 2019. The 

amendment requires CSOs providing catering and accommodation services to buy equipment that provides 

electronic evidence of their sales. Other CSOs were waiting to hear whether provisions of the new amendment 

would apply to them as well. During the process of revising the Accounting Bill, the Association of Public Benefit 

Organizations (AVPO ČR) called for accounting requirements for CSOs to be simplified, as they are currently 

more complicated than those that apply to commercial entities. AVPO ČR also sought to ensure that a draft 

amendment to the Public Collections Act streamlines the process of registering and controlling public collections. 

In the meantime, the Ministry of Interior prepared new instructions to ensure that regional authorities consistently 

implement the existing law on public collections.  

Politicians often criticize CSOs that comment on government activities, including watchdog and environmental 

organizations, by referring to them pejoratively as "political nonprofits” or "eco-terrorists" and arguing, 

misleadingly, that they should not be financed by handouts of public funds. Such statements lead some CSOs that 

depend on public financing to engage in self-censorship. 

In 2019, the Constitutional Court reviewed a lawsuit brought by an employee of In Iustitia, an organization that 

provides social services to victims of hate crimes, who had been threatened on social media. The Constitutional 
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Court rejected the suit, finding that the threat was not a crime and that In Iustitia should get used to being 

threatened in this way. 

Tax exemptions for CSOs did not change in 2019. Gifts, subsidies, and grants to CSOs are not subject to taxation. 

Individual donors may claim deductions of up to 15 percent from their tax base and corporate donors up to 10 

percent. 

CSOs may earn income from their own activities, membership fees, fundraising, and public procurements. CSOs 

do not face any legal obstacles to receiving funds from foreign sources, although in autumn 2019, the right-wing 

Freedom and Direct Democracy (Svoboda a přímá demokracie) party submitted a bill requiring CSOs to establish 

transparent bank accounts that would allow anyone to see all of their income and expenditures for the purpose of 

accepting all foreign support. The proposal, which was viewed by many as a populist gesture, had no chance of 

success. Social entrepreneurship is still not clearly defined by legislation.  

Qualified legal counsel is available mostly in the capital, Prague, and major regional cities. However, even in these 

locations, legal resources for CSOs are inadequate. Few lawyers in the Czech Republic specialize in CSO-related 

law, and, as a result, law firms often provide CSOs with inaccurate advice about registration and other topics. 

Large law firms, especially in Prague, sometimes provide pro bono services to CSOs. Umbrella CSOs such as 

AVPO ČR and the Association of Non-Governmental Organizations in the Czech Republic (ANNO ČR) also 

provide legal advice. Many CSOs do not seek legal counsel because they lack the funding to pay for it and instead 

try to solve legal issues on their own.  

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY: 2.7 

CSOs’ organizational capacity improved slightly in 2019 

as CSOs worked increasingly well with their 

constituencies. This development was especially evident 

in the huge demonstrations and petitions organized by 

Million Moments for Democracy. 

CSOs have realized that public support is crucial, 

especially as their formal membership declines. In 2019, 

the Million Moments for Democracy initiative did a good 

job of harnessing public support. Although run by a small 

association, its ideas are supported by a large segment of 

society. Two of its demonstrations in 2019 calling for the 

resignation of the prime minister were the largest such 

gatherings since 1989, with estimated participation 

ranging from 150,000 to 300,000 people. The 

movement's statement of commitment to democratic 

values had garnered more than 210,000 signatures by early 2020. Other CSOs worked intensively with their 

supporters by setting up clubs of regular donors and other support communities and improving external 

communications. For example, For the Climate (Za klima) drafted sample e-mails that supporters could send to 

politicians to promote environmental issues. CSOs providing social services more actively educated their 

constituencies about the professional nature of their work and their funding structures in response to criticism 

that they accept government handouts for services that they should  provide for free.  

Most professional CSOs, such as the humanitarian organizations Adventist Development and Relief Agency–Czech 

Republic (ADRA) and People In Need (Člověk v tísni), foundations such as the Via Foundation and Civil Society 

Development Foundation (Nadace rozvoje občanské společnosti, NROS), and social service providers, have 

permanent, full-time employees, specialized professional staff, and hierarchical structures. These organizations also 

engage in strategic planning, although their plans are not always of good quality. Smaller and volunteer-based CSOs 

usually plan their activities and finances on an annual basis. Corporate donors and foundations often urge CSOs to 

undertake strategic planning. Some CSOs lack well-defined missions. 

The law stipulates the mandatory management structures that various legal forms of CSOs must have. Foundations 

and non-membership service-providing organizations usually have pre-determined organizational structures with 
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clearly defined hierarchies. As membership-based organizations, associations have more freedom to introduce 

internal structures that are more democratic in nature. In many CSOs, the administrative and supervisory bodies 

operate on a formal basis only, while the executive staff controls all operations.  

According to the latest data from the Czech Statistical Office, the civil society sector had 105,292 full-time 

employees in 2017, a slight increase over 2016. However, in 2019, CSOs continued to face a lack of qualified 

employees because of the country’s low unemployment rate and the sector’s low wages. It is still common for 

CSOs to employ staff only for the duration of specific projects.  

The Czech Statistical Office reports that in 2017, 26,964 volunteers (converted to full-time equivalents) worked 

47.2 million hours. Most volunteer work, however, continues to happen outside of the parameters of the 

Volunteer Service Act and therefore is not captured in these statistics. According to the Charities Aid Foundation 

2019 World Giving Index, which reports on giving trends over the past decade, an average of 15 percent of 

respondents in the Czech Republic have taken part in volunteer activities over the past ten years. 

Technical equipment is available to the vast majority of CSOs. The program TechSoup offers office software to 

CSOs almost free of charge. Many organizations reported that the Google Grants program, which allows them to 

use Google Ads free of charge up to a certain amount, was less efficient and user-friendly than in previous years 

because of changes in its terms and conditions. Although CSOs commonly have websites and use social networks, 

especially Facebook, they often lack the know-how and money needed to work effectively with online tools. 

During its demonstrations in 2019, as in 2017, Million Moments for Democracy worked with the telephone 

company T-Mobile to independently track the number of protesters. 

FINANCIAL VIABILITY: 3.0 

CSOs’ financial viability did not change in 2019. 

According to the latest information from the Czech 

Donors Forum (Fórum Dárců), public benefit 

organizations received nearly CZK 8.45 billion 

(approximately $390 million) in 2018. Of this amount, 

CZK 2 billion ($93 million) was from individual donors, 

CZK 1.8 billion ($83.7 million) was from foundations and 

endowment funds, and CZK 650 million ($30.2 million) 

was gathered through public collections. 

Funding diversification continues to be weak, especially 

among service providers. CSOs continue to be strongly 

dependent on domestic resources, especially public 

funding. The largest proportion of state money continues 

to go to sports, which became an independent area in 

2019 with the establishment of the National Sports 

Agency. Although comprehensive data on public funding of CSOs are not readily available, the Center for 

Nonprofit Sector Research reports that CSOs received slightly more funding from municipalities in 2019 than in 

the previous year, whereas private donations grew more slowly. Declines in state funding were apparent only in 

certain sub-sectors, such as foreign development cooperation.  

In 2019, the prime minister and minister of finance made sharp statements about limiting funding to the CSO 

sector. The minister of finance stated without explanation or details that she wanted to eliminate CZK 3 billion 

(approximately $130 million) of funding earmarked for civil society. Meanwhile, the minister of finance proposed 

canceling advance disbursements of subsidies for EU-funded social projects and requiring CSOs instead to apply for 

reimbursement at the end of the projects. This change would be untenable for the vast majority of CSOs as well as 

many municipalities and companies, which do not have sufficient financial reserves to pay for these projects in 

advance. 

Foreign financial support is marginal, although organizations dealing with certain topics, such as culture and 

humanitarian aid, have begun to attract more resources from abroad. The Community Programs of the European 

Commission support education, culture, and the environment, but Czech CSOs receive minimal resources through 
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these programs. New grant periods for funds from the European Economic Area and Norway began in 2019. One 

of these programs, the Active Citizen Fund, is newly managed by a consortium of the Open Society Fund, 

Committee of Good Will–Olga Havel Foundation (Výbor dobré vůle–Nadace Olgy Havlové), and Skautský Institut. 

The program will redistribute nearly EUR 13 million (approximately $14.6 million) for projects to strengthen civil 

society and empower disadvantaged groups; the first calls for proposals were issued in the fall of 2019. 

A number of CSOs participate in or organize social, cultural, and sporting events, but these events mainly build 

brand recognition or awareness and rarely generate significant revenue. 

CSOs increasingly use digital approaches to raise funds, such as crowdfunding and GIVT, a platform for donating 

while shopping online. According to the Czech Donors Forum, in 2018, the number of donations made by text 

message increased 17 percent over 2017, with 381,000 messages bringing in CZK 18.6 million (approximately 

$865,000). After pilot testing, the bank ČSOB provided CSOs with terminals for cashless payments in 2019, 

regardless of whether they had accounts with the institution; CSOs can use these terminals to accept donations via 

credit cards.  

According to the World Giving Index 2019, the Czech Republic is one of the countries in which giving has fallen 

the most over the past decade. An average of 22 percent of respondents reporting making donations to CSOs 

over the past ten years.  

Charitable activities by the state broadcasting company Czech Television raised CZK 72 million (nearly $3.1 

million) for CSOs in 2019. For example, in its second most profitable edition in twenty-nine years, the show Advent 

Concerts helped raise more than CZK 10.3 million (approximately $448,000) for four organizations working with 

autistic, elderly, disabled, and mentally ill populations. . Asociace společenské odpovědnosti (Association of Social 

Responsibility) organized the fourth annual Giving Tuesday in 2019. The initiative raised nearly CZK 71 million 

(approximately $3.1 million), a record amount going mainly to projects for children, the disabled, and the elderly. 

Corporate donations to CSOs seem to have stagnated, since many corporations now carry out corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) activities through their own foundations and endowment funds.  

The marketing of services and products such as organic food is a significant source of funding for certain CSOs. 

However, income-generating activities by CSOs are often complicated by the restrictions on CSOs’ business 

activities imposed by subsidy rules.  

Although still a marginal source of income, CSOs increasingly win public procurements. For example, in 2019 the 

organizations Pohoda, Etincelle, Tamtamy, and Fokus received procurements for small-scale projects in areas such 

as catering, cleaning, and gardening. In general, however, instead of concluding conventional supplier-customer 

contracts with CSOs, public administrations overuse the subsidies system, which results in below-market payment 

for CSOs’ services. 

The European Commission estimated that there were between 400 and 600 social enterprises in the Czech 

Republic in 2019. Their sustainability is questionable, since the vast majority were established with subsidies. Social 

enterprises often do not have the capacity to handle public procurements, and municipalities do not want to take 

risks with them.  

CSOs’ financial management is generally more complicated than for other entities, especially if they receive 

subsidies as well as other sources of funding. Experienced financial managers are in short supply and unaffordable 

for most CSOs, so other staff members often manage the finances along with their other duties. CSOs’ financial 

transparency is growing, and organizations increasingly comply with legal obligations to publish financial and other 

information on the public registry. However, the financial sections of annual reports are often unclear. Large CSOs 

are legally obligated to conduct audits, but other organizations usually do not. 
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ADVOCACY: 1.8 

There was no significant change in CSO advocacy in 

2019. The Government Council for Non-Governmental 

Non-Profit Organizations (RVNNO), an advisory body 

chaired by the prime minister, continues to be the main 

body for communication between the government and 

CSOs. In 2019, on the recommendation of the Supreme 

Audit Office, the government adopted a new statute for 

RVNNO, under which CSOs no longer have majority 

representation on the council. Nevertheless, RVNNO 

raised several important issues during the year, including 

the possibility of concluding long-term contracts and 

new rules for state subsidies of CSOs.  

CSOs are able to participate in government advisory and 

planning entities at all levels, although they lack the 

experts and motivation to take part in all bodies. CSOs 

are regularly involved in local planning efforts. For example, in various districts of Prague, CSOs such as the Prague 

Ecology Center Toulcův dvůr, AutoMat, and Rainbow Movement (Hnutí Duha) helped design the city plan. CSOs 

also belong to a number of regional planning bodies and working groups that exist on a formal level but often 

produce work that is irrelevant or ignored. At the end of 2019, a new human rights commissioner was appointed 

with instructions to focus on human rights, cyberbullying, and domestic violence. The appointment was 

controversial since the commissioner had been an active communist. 

CSOs commonly form coalitions to influence policies and public opinion on various topics. In 2019, coalitions 

engaged in topics such as building philanthropy, foster care, social housing, poverty, and corruption. These 

initiatives are usually more successful on the local level, since on the national level, CSOs often struggle with the 

complexity and duration of the legislative process, as well as conflicts of interests. 

CSOs actively advocated around environmental issues in 2019. The Rainbow Movement launched its campaign 

Czech Forests, which sought to improve the management of forests to facilitate their natural regeneration. 

Environmental CSOs circulated petitions such as “Let's Return Life to the Landscape” and “For the Climate,” 

which gathered a large number of signatures. Secondary school students in Brno advocated for the climate through 

the program Fridays for the Future. Another dynamic initiative in 2019 was We Are Fair (Jsme fér), which 

conducted a public campaign and survey aimed at legalizing same-sex marriage. 

Informal initiatives and movements often formalize over time, especially if they encounter practical difficulties 

because of their lack of bank accounts or inability to enter into contracts, both of which require legal personality. 

For example, the powerful Million Moments for Democracy initiative acquired legal personality as an association in 

early 2018.  

Few CSOs engage in lobbying since they usually lack the needed capacity and skills. In 2019, CSOs opposed the 

proposed Public Prosecution Act, which states that only lawyers with special mandates may bring collective action 

on behalf of consumers. CSOs saw this provision as excluding CSOs and contrary to the intent of the European 

Commission, which emphasizes the work of consumer associations. At the end of 2019, CSOs’ recommendation 

to increase state contributions to the employment of people with disabilities was approved. This should help 

compensate for an increase in the minimum wage. CSOs continued to lobby in such areas as ecology and patient 

rights, often without visible impact. 

CSOs successfully demanded the exemption of institutes from administrative fees in 2019, which, unlike other legal 

forms, had been required to pay such fees. 
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SERVICE PROVISION: 2.3 

CSO service provision did not change in 2019. CSOs 

remained a dominant provider of social services, 

accounting for more than 95 percent of many types of 

services, including social rehabilitation, emergency 

assistance, and personal assistants. As in 2018, available 

financial and human resources limited CSOs’ ability to 

provide more services. 

In general, CSOs are close to their target groups and 

respond more flexibly to their needs than public 

institutions. Grant applications from CSOs often describe 

original, small-scale solutions that respond to the 

concrete needs of specific clients. CSO employees tend 

to be enthusiastic and care deeply for the people they 

work with. They identify the needs of target groups in a 

variety of ways, ranging from direct feedback to 

comprehensive surveys.  

Under the law, CSOs must offer services and products in a non-discriminatory manner. CSOs commonly provide 

services to groups beyond their membership. Service-providing CSOs are typically not membership-based. CSO 

experts in areas such as corruption, climate change, and the environment are often consulted by public 

administrations and other entities. Cooperation with the academic sector is still uncommon. 

CSOs usually provide products and services below cost or free of charge, both because many clients cannot afford 

to pay and because organizations lack awareness of the market environment. 

Overall, the government is pragmatic in its dealings with CSOs. Although the central government criticizes CSOs, 

it partially finances their activities, because it is unable to solve the needs that CSOs address. Governments at the 

regional and local levels tend to be more appreciative of CSOs since they are more directly affected when CSOs’ 

services are not available. 

SECTORAL INFRASTRUCTURE: 2.7 

No significant change was evident in the infrastructure 

supporting the CSO sector in 2019. Several associations 

and foundations, including AVPO ČR, NROS, and 

ANNO ČR, serve as support and information centers. 

These centers rely primarily on grants from public 

authorities and corporate donors. They also sell some 

services, mostly workshops and other courses, to other 

CSOs, but such activities generate limited income as 

CSOs are generally unable or unwilling to pay for 

consultations and other services. Programs such as 

Impact Hub, Google Academy for Nonprofits, TechSoup, 

and Vodafone Foundation Laboratory help enterprises 

with social impact develop quickly, but few CSOs have 

sufficient capacity to participate in these programs. 

Numerous foundations and endowment funds, both 

corporate and non-corporate, operate in the Czech Republic and distribute funds according to their missions and 

focus. According to the Czech Donors Forum, 2,443 foundations and endowment funds operated in the Czech 

Republic in 2019, a slight increase over 2018. In 2018, corporate foundations and endowment funds distributed 

more than CZK 704 million (approximately $32.7 million), CZK 27 million more than in the previous year. The 

largest corporate donor is the ČEZ Foundation, which distributed almost CZK 175 million (approximately $8.1 
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million). Non-corporate foundations and endowment funds distributed more than CZK 1,070 billion in 2018 

(approximately $49 billion, compared to CZK 1,005 billion in 2017). In 2018, the most generous non-corporate 

foundation was again the Good Angel Foundation (Nadace Dobrý anděl), which distributed CZK 232 million 

(approximately $10.8 million). The areas most frequently targeted for support were education and research 

(receiving 24 percent of all corporate and private funds); culture (15 percent); children, youth, and family (12 

percent); and assistance to the sick and disabled (12 percent). Community foundations are not well developed in 

the Czech Republic, and only a few exist. 

RVNNO officially promotes the interests of the CSO sector. However, since its members include representatives 

of government ministries and other agencies, it is not united in its approach to the sector and does not speak with 

one voice. Overall, the CSO sector is fragmented and struggles to define sector-wide interests. Several dozen 

associations bring together groups of CSOs based on mission, geography, or other factors. For example, in 2019, a 

newly established association of CSOs active in prisoner care focused on systemic change in penitentiaries. Only a 

few of these associations are multi-sectoral. Their work is limited by insufficient human and financial resources, 

especially as CSOs are not used to contributing large amounts of money to support them.  

The quality and range of training for CSOs is varied. Training opportunities are generally sufficient, especially in 

large cities, and in fact often exceed demand, since CSOs sometimes fail to see the need for coursework on 

specific topics. In 2019, organizations such as AVPO ČR, NROS, ANNO ČR, and Spiralis offered training on a wide 

range of topics, from annual reports, accounting, and strategic planning to media, social networks, and fundraising. 

Some businesses such as KPMG offered workshops as part of their CSR activities. Programs such as the Academy 

of Patient Organizations offered training on project management, leadership, fundraising, communications, online 

campaigns, and other topics, and the new Social Impact Academy of Ashoka provided training in the new area of 

social-impact measurement. Training materials are easily accessible.  

Intersectoral partnerships continued to emerge in 2019. These partnerships work best at the regional level, where 

so-called local action groups are formed. CSOs are also becoming part of bodies that include businesses as 

members, such as the Association of Social Responsibility and the Association of Social Services Providers, 

although high membership fees can limit their participation to “associate member” status with limited rights. CSOs 

and businesses cooperate on an emergency rescue smartphone app, which expanded its work abroad in 2019, and 

events such as European Sustainable Development Week and European Mobility Week. The Philanthropy 

Exchange (Burza filantropie), which connects businesses to CSOs working on important social and environmental 

issues, now operates in four regions. Acceleration programs sponsored by businesses that support the 

development of start-ups, companies, and nonprofits offer CSOs training, expertise, mentoring, and, occasionally, 

prizes for projects and introductions to angel investors. The newest acceleration program introduced by the 

Impact Hub focuses on climate challenge. 

PUBLIC IMAGE: 2.6 

CSOs’ public image was unchanged in 2019. Czech 

society remained highly polarized in its opinion of CSOs, 

mainly because of political leaders who reject their work 

and the lack of knowledge about the sector among 

politicians, media, and the public. 

The media convey contradictory information about 

CSOs, reflecting Czech society’s overall polarization. The 

media tend to be most interested in CSOs with activities 

that relate to current affairs. In 2019, media coverage 

was more positive than in previous years. CSOs’ 

activities are mentioned mainly on public media, such as 

the television shows 168 Hodin, �5�H�S�R�U�W�p���L, and Sama 

doma. Conservative media, media connected to 

extremist political parties, and media supporting 

authoritarian regimes often spread fake news about 

CSOs. In 2019, Reflex magazine, which is not typically a source of misinformation, claimed that the state is “giving 
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