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1 Civic space developments in 2021

1.1 New government Strategy for Cooperation with the Civil
Society Sector adopted

Area Participation and cooperation with authorities
Topic Civil dialogue
Impact Major

On 28 December 2021, the government adopted the new Strategy for Cooperation
with the Civil Society Sector 2022-2024.! The document contains some findings
on the implementation of the old strategy (2018-2021), which was a third such
subsequent document. It notes that civil society organisations (CSOs) adapted
well during the pandemic period and preserved a meaningful role in society.
Overall, not all activities planned were implemented, including those foreseen to
improve the legal framework for operation of CSOs and for cooperation of CSOs
with the government. Public consultations on activities to be included in the new
strategy were held from 26 April to 26 May 2021. CSOs that submitted proposals
were invited to a discussion meeting on 2 July 2021 and subsequently to join the
working group tasked with drafting the new strategy. The Draft strategy was open
for comments to the public in October, until 10 November 2021.2 The Draft was
amended based on the feedback and later adopted by the government. Overall,
the process can be assessed as an open, participative and inclusive one.

The key aim of the new Strategy is to secure a supportive and sustainable
environment for the functioning and development of civil society, enabling
dynamic, independent, active and sustainable CSOs, which contribute towards
enhancement of democratic governance, reflect the interests and needs of citizens
and are included in a structural dialogue on advancing society. The following three
areas are established as priorities: (1) Normative, institutional and financial
framework for the development of civil society, (2) Democratisation, active
participation of civil society in societal processes, in policy-making and monitoring
with a particular focus on EU integration, and (3) Civil society as an actor in socio-
economic development. The Strategy, accompanied by an Action Plan, casts a

1 Government of the Republic of North Macedonia (Braga Ha Peny6nuka CeBepHa MakenoHuja),
Strategy of the Government of the Republic of North Macedonia for cooperation with the civil
society sector 2022-2024 (CrpaTervja Ha Bnagarta Ha Penybnunka CesepHa MakeaoHuja 3a
copaboTka co 1 pasBoj Ha rparaHckoTo onwTecTBo 2022-2024).

2 "Consultation on the draft-strategy of the Government of the Republic of North Macedonia for
cooperation with the civil society sector 2022-2024" (KoHcynTtaumu 3a HaupTt-Crtpartermjara Ha
Brnanata 3a copaboTka co 1 pa3Boj Ha rparaHCKOTO OMLITECTBO, cO AKLUMCKM niiaH 2021-2024).



https://www.nvosorabotka.gov.mk/sites/default/files/Strategija%20usvoena%2028%2012%202021.pdf
https://www.nvosorabotka.gov.mk/sites/default/files/Strategija%20usvoena%2028%2012%202021.pdf
https://nvosorabotka.gov.mk/?q=sq/node/534
https://nvosorabotka.gov.mk/?q=sq/node/534

wide network which, if implemented, will significantly improve the landscape for
the functioning of CSOs. It is also worth noting that the adoption of the Strategy
is in line with the European Commission’s annual country report
recommendations.

1.2 Anti-gender movement on the rise

Area Safe space and protection

Topic Verbal attacks and harassment (online or offline; by private
parties or public entities)

Impact Major

The year 2021 has seen a resurgence of the anti-gender movement after its initial
decline following the toppling of the Gruevski regime (2017).3 Informal anti-
gender groups operating on social media (Facebook) and one registered
organisation “Od nas za nas”* (“From Us For Us”) have targeted individuals and
CSOs most vocal in gender and LGBT*IQ equality advocacy. Two topics stood out:
opposition to gender sensitive and sex education, and spreading transphobia. The
methods are - as already well identified in the abundant literature on the anti-
gender movement - a mix of methods traditionally used by human rights
organisations (such as bringing cases to NHRIs and courts, asking to participate
in public policy processes); fake news and fear-mongering, recently supplemented
by anti-vaccination positions.

In its posts, “"Od nas za nas” claimed that the CSO Health Education and Research
Association (H.E.R.A.) wanted to create a “gender confusion” in children, to
encourage their sexualisation and promote abortion. The aim was to create fear
and opposition to sex education - introduced as an optional course in formal
education in autumn 2021.°> Following an initial warning, H.E.R.A. filed criminal
charges against the registered CSO® for spread of hatred towards LGBT*IQ

3 Miskovska Kajevska, A.(2018) ‘Suspending Democracy, Harming Gender Equality’ in Mieke Verloo
(ed.), Varieties of opposition to gender equality in Europe, New York, Routledge, Taylor & Francis
Group.

4 Information on “0Od nas za nas” websitesuggest that the organization does not abide by the
national legislation mandating transparency of founding documents and of annual narrative and
financial reports of the organisation.

5 H.E.R.A. (2021) ‘Reaction: If “From Us for Us” does not retract the lies about sex education and
about HERA, we will request that civil liability for slander is stablished” (‘Peakuuja: Ako
34pyxeHueTo ,04 Hac 3a Hac" He rv noBJeye aruTe 3a CEKCyaIHOTo obpasoBaHue u 3a XEPA, Ke
bapamMe Aa ce yTBpAn rparaHcka OAroBOPHOCT 3@ HaBpeaa U KaeBeTa’).

6 The methods of “Od nas za nas” are well explained in H.E.R.A.’s public announcement on the
filing of criminal charges.



https://www.odnaszanas.com/
https://hera.org.mk/reakcija-protiv-zdruzhenieto-od-nas-za-nas/
https://hera.org.mk/reakcija-protiv-zdruzhenieto-od-nas-za-nas/
https://hera.org.mk/reakcija-protiv-zdruzhenieto-od-nas-za-nas/
https://hera.org.mk/krivichna-prijava-protiv-zdruzhenieto-od-nas-za-nas/?lang=en
https://hera.org.mk/krivichna-prijava-protiv-zdruzhenieto-od-nas-za-nas/?lang=en

persons and supporters of gender sensitive and sex education. The actions of “*Od
nas za nas” thus far remain unsanctioned. They are not supported by the
government, but it is not clear if they have support from Members of Parliament
or the local government.” Recently, the feminist organisation Tiiiit. Inc! was
targeted for using “people that menstruate” in a study on menstrual poverty.®

1.3 Potential shrinking of CSO scope of work that might be
eligible for government funding support

Area Financing framework
Topic Funding landscape
Impact Major

The funds allocated for support of the civil society sector are usually included in
the national budget section 04001 “"Government”.° However, the budget proposal
for 2022 moved the funds for CSOs to section 04010 which is under the budget of
one of the ministries — the Ministry on Political System and Communities’ Relations
(the Ministry) whose main competence is on the implementation of the Ohrid
Framework Agreement and which holds no specific competence related to CSOs
and civil society in general.

The Council on Cooperation among the Government and Civil Society (the
Council), a mixed body composed of representatives from CSOs and state
institutions, issued a written request to the government to reconsider its decision
and to re-allocate the funds back under the budget of the government.i® This
reaction included two key objections. Firstly, there was no consultation of CSOs
for this change (even though reforming the government model for funding support
of CSOs is one of the goals set by the new strategy for cooperation among the
government and CSOs). Secondly, in practical terms, this change means a

7 See section 1.3. on Financing landscape and the targeting of H.E.R.A. by municipal
representatives in relation to its activities on gender equality (this time, violence against women).
8 Facebook page “Prevzemi odgovornost” (lIpes3emu ogroBopHocT), post (13.11.2021), ‘According
to the NGOs in Macedonia, women and girls are not the only ones that menstruate’(*‘3a
HeB/1IaANHUTE OpraHn3aumnm BO MaKeoHM]a, He MEHCTPYMUPAaAaT caMo KeHU u AeBojku’).),

9 Budget of the Republic of North Macedonia (ByueT Ha Peny6nuka CeBepHa MakegoHuja) (),
Official gazette of the Republic of North Macedonia, No. 287/2021 (20.12.2021).

10 Council on Cooperation among the Government and the Civil Society (CoBeT 3a copaboTka mery
Bnagata v rparaHckoTo onwTectBo), Council on cooperation among the government and the civil
society requests that the government reconsiders its finances planning in the Budget of the
Republic of North Macedonia for 2022 regarding program activities of associations and foundations
(CoBeToT 3a copaboTka Mery Bnagata v rparaHckoTo onwTtecTBo 6apa Brnagarta ga ro npevcnura
1aHUPaH-€TO CPEACTBa 3a PUHAHCUPAH-E€ Ha MPOrpPaMCcKMTEe aKTUBHOCTU Ha 34PYXEHU]a n
doHaaumn Bo byueror Ha Penybiuka CeBepHa MakegoHuja 3a 2022 roguHa).



https://www.facebook.com/102794018486090/posts/264210185677805/
https://www.facebook.com/102794018486090/posts/264210185677805/
https://www.nvosorabotka.gov.mk/?q=mk/node/549
https://www.nvosorabotka.gov.mk/?q=mk/node/549
https://www.nvosorabotka.gov.mk/?q=mk/node/549

compartmentalisation of the financial support for CSOs in a ministry with a specific
scope of work - much narrower than the scope of actions of the civil society. In
addition, any ministry can allocate its own funding support to CSOs in relation to
its scope of competences, making this move even less logical.

The reaction by the Council had a limited impact: the majority of the funds (MKD
20 million or EUR 325,203) remained in the Ministry, whereas a smaller part (MKD
15 million or EUR 243,902) were re-allocated back to the budget section of the
government, as in previous years. No calls have been published yet, thus it
remains to be seen what the full scope of the consequences from this action will
be. In addition to this uncertainty in the funding at central level, challenges arise
also at the local level which may have larger civic space implications (section 3.1).



2 Examples of civil society contributions
to the rule of law

2.1 “Partnership Justitia” Project

Topic Feeding into and supporting the work of independent authorities
and bodies (e.g., judiciary, NHRI, Ombudsperson)

Fostering a rule of law culture (including through advocacy
towards public authorities, awareness-raising activities and civic
education)

With the EU-funded project "Partnership Justitia: Regaining Citizens' Trust"!!, the
lead organisation European Policy Institute, Skopje in partnership with the
national Association of Judges: 1) contributed to the monitoring of the national
Judicial Reform Strategy, 2) supported regular dialogue and cooperation with the
Ministry of Justice as well as other judicial institutions, and 3) conducted successful
advocacy towards public authorities on rule of law.

First, the judicial monitoring was based on human rights oriented indicators of
performance agreed with the Ministry of Justice as the key beneficiary and was
the basis of two annual performance reports, which fed into the monitoring of the
annual Judicial Reform Strategy. Second, the project supported the work of the
judiciary through providing regular opportunities for closed and public dialogue
with other rule of law actors, including on topics such as the judicial budget, as
well as digitalisation. Third, through advocacy towards the Ministry of Justice and
other public institutions, the initiative has provided direct input to various strategic
documents and legislation on rule of law, including the Government Programme
for 2021 and 2022, as well as the forthcoming Judicial Reform Strategy. The
advocacy positions were based on evidence based research, including primary
data from interviews and focus groups with key judicial stakeholders, fostering a
rule of law culture. This was a successful initiative bridging CSOs and judicial
institutions, creating a platform for joint discussions and advocacy on both
strategic issues and on daily unfolding, hot, issues. Aside from its national impact,
Justitia planted seeds for ties among judges in North Macedonia and those from
EU Member States (Bulgaria and Croatia).

11 For more about the project, see: https://epi.org.mk/post/10281.



2.2 “Blueprint” group of CSOs

Topic Monitoring the legality and proportionality of laws, measures and
practices; triggering the judicial review of laws, measures and
practices and the enforcement of rulings; strategic litigation

Fostering a rule of law culture (including through advocacy
towards public authorities, awareness-raising activities and civic
education)

The Blueprint group arose from an initiative of a core group of CSOs working on
various aspects of rule of law who came together amidst the major political crisis
in 2016 to compile a detailed “blueprint” of urgent necessary reforms in order to
resolve the crisis and get the country back on the rule of law tracks.!? The group
is aimed at increasing the participation of civil society organisations in the process
of monitoring the judicial reforms in North Macedonia in view of EU accession.
Most recently, it has done so from a perspective of the impact of the reforms on
the respect of human rights, the realisation of the principle of the rule of law and
social justice.!3 Five organisations specialising in different areas of rule of law are
members of the group and provide evidence based assessments and
recommendations.

The Blueprint group supports structured dialogue and participation in rule of law
reform processes, amplifying the voices of CSOs by joint positions and advocacy
and strengthening the position of CSOs by presenting a united front composed of
CSOs with a strong public and expert image. The group has produced a number
of policy initiatives and requests to key policy makers.!* The group works in close
cooperation with the Ministry of Justice and other judicial actors and works on
fostering a rule of law culture through continuous advocacy.

12 Blueprint for urgent democratic reforms (BaynpuHT 3a aemMokpaTtcku pedopmu) (2016).

13 BaynpuHT rpyna (Blueprint Group). (2021) Monitoring the Implementation of the Strategy for
the Judiciary 2017-2022, monitoring period January 2021 - June 2021 (Cnegew-e Ha
crposeayBareT0 Ha CTparernjara 3a pegopma Ha npaBocyAHNOT cekTop 2017 - 2022 nepuog Ha
cnegere: jaHyapu 2021 - jyHn 2021).

14 All the initiatives are available on the following link:
http://blueprint.org.mk/%d0%b0nnouncements/.



https://fraeuropaeu.sharepoint.com/Users/bilebitola/Documents/Rabota/Past/EPI/Blueprint%20for%20urgent%20democratic%20reforms
http://blueprint.org.mk/
http://blueprint.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/%D0%9F%D1%80%D0%B2-%D0%BF%D0%BE%D0%BB%D1%83%D0%B3%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B8%D1%88%D0%B5%D0%BD-%D0%BC%D0%BE%D0%BD%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B3-%D0%B1%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%84-2021-3.pdf
http://blueprint.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/%D0%9F%D1%80%D0%B2-%D0%BF%D0%BE%D0%BB%D1%83%D0%B3%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B8%D1%88%D0%B5%D0%BD-%D0%BC%D0%BE%D0%BD%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B3-%D0%B1%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%84-2021-3.pdf
http://blueprint.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/%D0%9F%D1%80%D0%B2-%D0%BF%D0%BE%D0%BB%D1%83%D0%B3%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B8%D1%88%D0%B5%D0%BD-%D0%BC%D0%BE%D0%BD%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B3-%D0%B1%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%84-2021-3.pdf
http://blueprint.org.mk/%d0%b0nnouncements/

2.3 Platform of CSOs against corruption

Topic Keeping the national anti-corruption framework operational (incl.
whistle-blowers and their protection etc.)

The Platform of Civil Society Organisations for Fight against Corruption, founded
in 2014, includes over ten CSOs, including all CSOs most active in the fight against
corruption. > The platform was an active actor in the creation of a new, more solid,
legal framework against corruption and in the strengthening and establishing of
an independent institutional framework for fight against corruption. Its members
participated in the drafting of the Law on Prevention and Fight against Corruption
and in the public hearing for election of members of the central state body - the
State Commission on Prevention of Corruption.!® Following this, the Platform has
been active in supporting the work of this Commission in many ways, including by
public reactions to pressures over the body, issuing regular monitoring reports of
its work and special thematic reports of particular aspects, providing capacity
building, and so on. For example, the Platform issued joint reactions together with
the Anti-corruption Commission calling on the authorities to comply with the laws
on anti-corruption!” and a number of reactions to government actions in line with
its watchdog role.®

15 The Platform’s website: http://www.antikorupcija.mk/mk/index.php?id=2&mv=1

16 Antikorupcija, Expecting a New Fierce Commission for Fight against Corruption (OuekyBawe 3a
HoBa bopbeHa Komucuja 3a 6opba npotus Kopynuujara).

17 For an example, see: http://www.antikorupcija.mk/mk/record.php?id=1191&mv=3

18 For an example, see: http://www.antikorupcija.mk/mk/record.php?id=1246&mv=3.



http://www.antikorupcija.mk/mk/record.php?id=1150&mv=3
http://www.antikorupcija.mk/mk/record.php?id=1150&mv=3

3 Other relevant developments

3.1 Attempts to revive the so-called “desorosoisation” process

Attempts to revive the so-called “desorosoisation” process were made in 2021.
“Desorosoisation” was the name accorded to the process conducted by the
Gruevski regime until 2016, when CSOs were openly prosecuted for their work on
preserving democracy and human rights. The civil society sector was characterised
as an instrument in the hands of the donor George Soros and his Open Society
Foundation and an “evil” and “corrupted” force. Open pressure was exerted,
including through investigations by the Public Prosecutors Office (involving also
the Tax Office, Financial Police, Agency on Financial Counterintelligence, and the
State Commission against Corruption) initiated against over 20 CSOs - most of
them established or supported by the Open Society Foundation/Institute.!® The
investigations were closed in 2018 with no findings of any illegal or irregular work.

Recently, in December 2021, a municipal councillor of the far-left political party
Levica in the Municipality of Karposh publicly announced that Levica managed to
remove the CSO H.E.R.A. from the Municipality of Karposh?°, “to avoid
unnecessary costs for activities which exist only on paper”.?! The last 2020
parliamentary elections program of Levica, which won an increasing number of
seats across municipal councils in the 2021 local elections (from 3 to 45 seats
overall) included the revision of work of all CSOs and closing of all CSOs that work
with foreign funding. H.E.R.A. issued a public reaction to the claims,?? and

19 On the winning election speech by Gruevski in 2016 announcing the launch of the process of
“desorosisation” and the first joint large-scale action by state institutions against CSOs, which
included extraordinary investigations see: Trpkovski, G. (2020) The state’s desorosoisation
scenario (dpxaBara BO cueHapuoTo 3a gecopocousauyuja), Prizma; SDK. (2017) The anti-
corruption commission was the one that first started the desorosoisation ordered by Gruevski, by
asking inspection of 21 civil society organisations (AHTUKOpynunckaTa KoMucuja npsa ja rnoYyHasaa
Jecopocousaumjara WTo ja Hapada [pyeBckn — nobapasa KOHTposa 3a 21 HeBaaauHa
opraHuzauyuja).

20 Trpkovski, G. (2020) The state’s desorosoisation scenario (4pxaBata Bo cLeHapuoTo 3a
gecopocounzauymja), Prizma; SDK. (2017) The anti-corruption commission was the one that first
started the desorosoisation ordered by Gruevski, by asking inspection of 21 civil society
organisations (AHTUKOpynuuckaTa KoMucuja npBa ja noYyHaaa Aecopoconsaymjara WTo ja Hapada
pyeBcku — nobapana KOHTposaa 3a 21 HeBAaAnHa opraHusayuja).

21 The facebook post, dated 28.12.2021, of the Levica municipal council member Ivana
Stoimenovska is available at:
https://www.facebook.com/stoimenovska/posts/10157985139845916 (print screen of the post is
available on H.E.R.A.’s website).

22 H.E.R.A. (2021) Excluding HERA from local policymaking in the Municipality of Karposh is a blow
for democracy and fundamental rights and freedoms (UcknyyyBamero Ha XEPA BO rpaaeHeTo
JI0Ka/IHW noantuku Ha O. Kaprnow e yaap Bp3 AeMokpaTtujata U @dyHAaMeHTaaHUTe npasa v

crnoboan).
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https://prizma.mk/drzhavata-vo-stsenarioto-za-desorosoizatsija/
https://sdk.mk/index.php/makedonija/antikoruptsiskata-komisija-prva-ja-pochnala-desorosoizatsijata-shto-ja-naracha-gruevski-pobarala-kontrola-za-21-nevladina-organizatsija/
https://sdk.mk/index.php/makedonija/antikoruptsiskata-komisija-prva-ja-pochnala-desorosoizatsijata-shto-ja-naracha-gruevski-pobarala-kontrola-za-21-nevladina-organizatsija/
https://sdk.mk/index.php/makedonija/antikoruptsiskata-komisija-prva-ja-pochnala-desorosoizatsijata-shto-ja-naracha-gruevski-pobarala-kontrola-za-21-nevladina-organizatsija/
https://prizma.mk/drzhavata-vo-stsenarioto-za-desorosoizatsija/
https://prizma.mk/drzhavata-vo-stsenarioto-za-desorosoizatsija/
https://sdk.mk/index.php/makedonija/antikoruptsiskata-komisija-prva-ja-pochnala-desorosoizatsijata-shto-ja-naracha-gruevski-pobarala-kontrola-za-21-nevladina-organizatsija/
https://sdk.mk/index.php/makedonija/antikoruptsiskata-komisija-prva-ja-pochnala-desorosoizatsijata-shto-ja-naracha-gruevski-pobarala-kontrola-za-21-nevladina-organizatsija/
https://www.facebook.com/stoimenovska/posts/10157985139845916
https://hera.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Objava_Ivana-Stoimenovska.png
https://hera.org.mk/reakcija-objava-ivana-stoimenovska/
https://hera.org.mk/reakcija-objava-ivana-stoimenovska/
https://hera.org.mk/reakcija-objava-ivana-stoimenovska/

demanded an apology, but no official apology ensued.?® H.E.R.A. characterised
this as an attack on the whole civil sector and on “democracy and fundamental
rights”.?* There have been no government nor opposition reactions to Levica’s
actions thus far.

23 Information last updated on: 03.01.2022.

24 H.E.R.A. (2021) Excluding HERA from local policymaking in the Municipality of Karposh is a blow
for democracy and fundamental rights and freedoms (UcknyyyBamero Ha XEPA BO rpaaeHero
JI0Ka/IHW noantuku Ha O. Kaprnow e yaap Bp3 AeMokpatujata u @yHAaMeHTaaHUTe npasa v

crnoboan).
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