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1. Introduction

Eva More-Hollerweger, Julia Litofcenko, Flavia-Elvira
Bogorin, Michael Meyer

1.1. GOALS & BACKGROUND

Civil society and its organizations play an important social, political and economic role in democratic coun-
tries. They provide (social) services, represent interests of minorities or vulnerable groups, perform a watch-
dog function towards politics and public administration, and contribute to community building by involving
different people, e.g. in volunteering and membership. The existence of a vivid civil society is an indicator of
well-functioning democracies that give space to the full variety of different opinions, concerns and solutions.
Civil society organizations (CSOs) are often established where a particular social or political concern emerges.
By combining a mix of various public and private resources - such as public funds, private donations, voluntary
work and membership fees - they are often a source of social innovation.

The political and social environment shapes the operating conditions for CSOs. Political and legal
frameworks can be designed in a way to be either supportive or impeding to a flourishing, engaged and plural-
ist civil society. The most important prerequisite for a vivid civil society is space for the public discussion of
different perspectives. Above that, the voices of CSOs need to be taken seriously in the political process: As
CSOs have a profound expertise in many fields of society, they play a key role in solving manifold social and
environmental problems.

Presently, the culture of open discussion seems to be threatened in an increasing number of countries.
In Central and Eastern Europe’s (CEE’s) democracies, recent political developments appear to jeopardize pro-
gresses made in the past. Against this background, this study aims at shedding light on the dynamics of CEE’s
civil society. Building on our prior research on civil society in CEE (Meyer, M., Moder, Neumayr & Vandor,
2019; Vandor, Traxler, Millner & Meyer, M., 2017), this report gives a brief overview of the status quo and re-
cent developments that directly affect civil society. A further objective is to improve the visibility of civil society
in its many facets, and to highlight the appreciation of CSOs as an integrative part of civil society. At last, we
will list the most important challenges that civil society is currently facing.

The report is structured as follows: The remainder of the introductory chapter 1.2 contains methodologi-
cal information in order to make transparent how the results presented further on were obtained. In chapter 2,
a summary of the current state of affairs and general tendencies affecting civil society is provided. We present
a synopsis of the individual country chapters (see chapter 2) as well as additional analyses based on the survey
data. Chapters 3 to 17 cover one country each. They refer to the survey data and are substantially enriched by a
literature review and the background knowledge of our country experts. The country-specific chapters (a) re-
port key facts about the respective civil society sector, (b) summarize recent political events affecting civil soci-
ety, (c) provide an overview of the legal and political framework relevant to CSOs’ operations, and (d) analyse
the funding possibilities and consequences thereof for CSOs.



1.2. METHODS

The study was conducted by the Competence Center for Nonprofit Organizations and Social Entrepreneurship
at WU Vienna (Vienna University of Economics and Business), commissioned by and in collaboration with
ERSTE foundation as well as with a group of country experts. The inclusion of expert assessments on civil soci-
ety aims at giving a voice primarily to practitioners. Therefore, the study included an online survey in each par-
ticipating country, addressing CSO representatives operating in various fields of activity.

1.2.1. Data collection

The online-questionnaire covers the central topics concerning civil society. These topics were identified in the
course of the feasibility study conducted in preparation of the current study (More-Hollerweger, Moder,
Meyer, M., Millner & Vandor, 2018). They comprise e.g. the legal and political environment, the financial via-
bility and organizational capacity of CSOs and the CSOs’ functions and available infrastructure.

With the assistance of the country experts, we drew a sample of organizations for each country. In most
cases, these experts are also the authors of the country chapters. The sample is based on the following criteria:

- field of activity: a minimum of 5 CSOs from each field of activity according to ICNPO*

- impact region: a minimum of 10 CSOs active on the local/regional, national and European/worldwide
level

- function: a minimum of 20 CSOs engaging in service provision, advocacy and community building

- size: with regard to the organizations’ number of employees, annual revenues etc.

Although the sample is not fully representative, it is designed to reflect the diversity of CSOs in each coun-
try. It was supplemented by means of a snowballing procedure. For this purpose, we asked the survey respond-
ents to forward the invitation to participate to other relevant organizations.

Over the course of the Civil Society Survey (2018), three data collection phases were carried out:

- August to September 2018: Pre-survey conducted online by WU Vienna in cooperation with the local
experts

- September to October 2018: Civil Society Survey conducted online by WU Vienna

- November 2018: Follow-up in selected countries through own research, telephonic contact, purchase
of CSOs’ contact information, sharing on various online platforms, by activating various multipli-
ers/disseminators etc.

Table 1-1 below provides an overview of the return rate of the main survey conducted between September and
October 2018. In view of the low return rate in Poland, the country was excluded from further analysis.

1 The category system for fields of activity is based on Salamon & Anheier, 1996.



TABLE 1-1: CIVIL SOCIETY SURVEY 2018 — RETURN RATE

Number of Number of
Country contacted participating Return rate Dropout rate
CSOs CSOs
Albania 198 58 29% 44%
Austria 357 48 13% 69%
Bosnia and Herzegovina 153 54 35% 44%
Bulgaria 209 42 20% 54%
Croatia 193 37 19% 57%
Czech Republic 248 54 22% 51%
Hungary 596 49 8% 56%
Kosovo 235 85 36% 36%
North Macedonia 188 58 31% 43%
Moldova 208 90 43% 40%
Montenegro 204 68 33% 58%
Poland 875 13 2% 70%
Romania 205 58 28% 55%
Serbia 248 78 31% 37%
Slovakia 535 51 10% 44%
Slovenia 195 45 23% 42%
Total (excluding Poland) 3,972 875 22% 51%

Source: Civil Society Survey, 2018

1.2.2. Data analysis

Overall, 1,758 organizations participated in the online survey. In some cases, different members of one organi-
zation completed the online questionnaire. These cases were compared manually, to identify the most com-
plete and plausible questionnaire for each organization. This procedure led to the removal of 102 duplicate
cases, which were not considered in the further analyses. 768 participants did not give consent to use their
data, did not provide information to identify their organization, and/or did not provide information consid-
ered essential?. Those cases were not considered in the analysis of data either. 13 completed questionnaires
from Polish CSOs were excluded, because the overall return rate in Poland was too low to allow for any mean-
ingful analyses at the country level. 875 cases with mostly complete and plausible data remained. These form
the basic population for all analyses presented in this study.

The data was mainly analysed descriptively (e.g. frequency analyses, cross table analyses). We used bar
graphs and boxplots to visualize the results. For an instruction of how to interpret boxplots, see chapter 2,
where the boxplot is displayed for the first time. For analysing and interpreting the answers to open questions,
we applied a qualitative categorical system. This was used for the coding and summarizing of responses.

2 l.e. the organizations’ characteristics & fields of activity, the respondents’ position within the organization, the funding sources and op-
portunities for their own organization as well as the whole field of activity and an assessment of the legal and political environment.



2. Cross-border overview — the state of civil so-
ciety in 15 CEE countries

Michael Meyer, Flavia-Elvira Bogorin, Julia
Litofcenko, Eva More-Hollerweger

2.1. POLITICAL AND LEGAL ENVIRONMENT

The political and legal environment considerably determines the fertility of the soil on which CSOs operate. It
defines to what extent CSOs can act independently and freely, their position in the socio-political discourse
and the resources available for their purpose. Political actors at different levels, i.e. local, regional, national and
supranational, shape the political and legal environment. Across all countries, both in EU and non-EU coun-
tries, the European Union (EU) is perceived as the most supportive political institution towards CSOs (see Fig-
ure 2-1). As most CSOs in the sample indicate the national level as their range of impact (59%), this is some-
what surprising. To some extent, this may be due to the fact that larger, more professional CSOs tended to par-
ticipate in the study. Almost 80% of the surveyed CSOs receive funding from the EU or foreign foundations
(among others). These numbers support the theory of CSOs being part of a world society, with the local envi-
ronment and international actors instead of nation states as the main focal points (Meyer, J.W., 2010).

Nevertheless, the national political climate exerts a major influence on CSOs. Overall, there is a trend
towards a shrinking space for civil society: In Austria, the center-right national government, which is in of-
fice since 2017, appears to be a major impeding factor for the work of many CSOs. The same is true for Hun-
gary under the Orban-government. Whereas the Austrian institutional framework is still rather stable and
CSOs can operate freely and enjoy a high prestige within society, CSOs in Hungary report major concerns re-
garding their scope of action. This is restricted by the government’s preferential treatment of state-affiliated
CSOs when it comes to the allocation of public funds. This course of action might threaten CSOs that are criti-
cal of right-wing politics. The tendency of shrinking space for civil society resulting from restrictions and at-
tacks from leading political actors can be identified throughout the entire CEE region and is supported by the
country chapters.

In summary, Figure 2-1 provides a clear picture: Across all countries, the EU is the most supportive actor for
CSOs. For all countries, the local (regional, municipal) level of government proved to be more supportive than
the national level. As mentioned above, this might be explained by the CSOs’ criticism of populist and right-
wing governments in some countries, where the discrepancy is particularly high, e.g. in Austria, Hungary, and
Romania. In other countries, it might be a result of central government’s paralysis, e.g. in Bosnia and Herze-
govina (BiH). It is still surprising that the EU has such a positive reputation amongst CSOs in all countries. In
times of trouble, the EU seems to be a tower of strength for civil society.



FIGURE 2-1: SUPPORTIVENESS OF POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS FOR CSOs
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In addition to the general political climate, the legal and administrative environment shapes the CSOs’ scope of
action. Figure 2-2 shows the assessment of some of the relevant aspects in a cross-country comparison: Firstly,
a general assessment whether CSOs feel they can operate freely within the law, secondly, the appropriateness
of the bureaucratic burden for CSOs and thirdly, the transparency of the allocation of public funds.

As Figure 2-2 shows, CSOs in Hungary and, to a lesser extent, in Croatia, Romania and Bosnia and
Herzegovina feel that the legal framework restricts their actions. Czech, Slovenian and Kosovan CSOs declare a
high degree of freedom of operation. The allocation and use of public funds is considered particularly problem-
atic in Serbia, Bulgaria, Romania, Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina, while in the Czech Republic, Slovenia,
Austria and Montenegro the procedures are assessed more positively.



FIGURE 2-2: LEGAL FRAMEWORK
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The following country reports provide an overview of the most important legal regulations for CSOs and the
current state of political discussion in this respect. As an example, the legal public benefit status of CSOs is
currently debated in many countries with different results. In Hungary, the procedures for registration have
changed and put additional administrative burden on CSOs. They have to re-register under new disadvanta-
geous conditions. In Kosovo, adopted amendments make the status of CSOs insecure. In North Macedonia, the
adoption of advantageous changes to the legal status was postponed to an indefinite date. In the Czech Repub-
lic, the parliament has finally ruled out the legal status, which was defined in the Civic Code 2012, but imple-
menting laws were never passed. This legal uncertainty yields serious consequences for CSOs. For instance,
their ability to receive redirected income taxes from individuals by means of the 2% tax designation mecha-
nism (e.g. in Croatia, Moldova, Slovakia and Romania) or to benefit from tax exemptions (e.g. in the Czech Re-
public, Moldova and Kosovo) is dependent on their public benefit status.

2.2. RESOURCES

The accessibility of various funding sources is another crucial factor determining the room for maneuver of
CSOs. Public funds often enable CSOs to contribute to the public good in terms of service delivery, especially in
the field of social services. Private funds like donations, on the one hand, allow CSOs to execute a watchdog
function. In general, the number of financing sources has increased in recent years due to new technical devel-
opments through digitalization (e.g. crowdfunding platforms), but also due to new financing instruments in
the field of social impact investment. On the other hand, governments in some countries try to limit and con-
trol the funding sources available for CSOs, as in the case of the so-called “Stop Soros Law” in Hungary.

The results of our survey show that funding opportunities are rather diverse across all countries
(see Figure 2-3). In general, private funding is more easily available for CSOs in EU countries compared to



countries that do not (yet) belong to the European Union. To some extent, this tendency is a reflection of the
levels of economic wealth: The correlation between the availability of private funding and the respective GPD
per capita® amounts to 0.7. However, exemptions like Croatia, Romania and Moldova demonstrate that cul-
tural and institutional idiosyncrasies can heavily influence the availability of private funding for CSOs as well.
Funding from foundations is a particularly important source of income for CSOs in many countries where pri-
vate funding is scarce, i.e. especially in non-EU countries. Public funding sources (e.g. EU funds, government
funds) have a fundamental role in the funding of CSOs in all countries, implying that no civil society can thrive
based on private funding and/or foundations alone.

FIGURE 2-3: FUNDING OPPORTUNITIES
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As will be laid out in more detail below, every source of funding comes with different benefits and risks. Hence,
it is not possible to draw conclusions from the accessibility of various funding sources to the overall financial
health of a country’s civil society. Hungarian and Croatian CSOs, for example, report a rather dim financial via-
bility (see Figure 2-4 and Figure 2-5), which in Hungary correlates with problems with public funding schemes
and funding from foundations. Croatian CSOs, on the other hand, rely mainly on public funding, whereas pri-
vate funding is barely available. Bulgarian and Romanian CSOs report unstable funding situations in the last
three years and the years to come, although private and public funding and funding from foundations are rela-
tively easily accessible.

While CSOs with predominantly public funding may be subject to biased government decisions and an
opaque allocation of funds (see chapter 2.1 above), privately funded CSOs are threatened by the phenomenon
of “mission drift”. As a result of their financial dependency on donors, CSOs tend to pursue the goals and
interests of their donors, or they frantically thrive for any kind of external funding, e.g. by applying for all
available tenders. Especially smaller, less professionalized CSOs are affected by this so-called projectization.

3 International Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook Database (last accessed: 12 May 2019).
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Respondents from Slovakia, Kosovo and Boshia and Herzegovina, three countries characterized by a large

share of smaller organizations, mentioned this threat. A way to counteract this development is the diversifica-
tion of funding sources. This could safeguard financial sustainability and autonomy from funders. In the Czech

Republic, Moldova and Serbia, respondents particularly stress the need of diversifying funding.

The European Union is not only perceived as the most supportive political actor, but also as an im-

portant funder. EU candidate countries, such as Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and North Macedonia, par-
ticularly express hopeful attitudes towards the role that the EU will continue to play in developing the civil so-
ciety. CSOs in these countries expect an increase of European funds in the years to come. However, in the post-

accession years, a decrease in the involvement of international donors in developing countries is reported, as
already concluded in prior studies (Meyer, M., et al., 2019; Vandor et al., 2017). Furthermore, the foreign
funds still available have a narrower purpose and are harder to access (e.g. tenders for larger European pro-
jects). This threshold hinders smaller CSOs to engage. The withdrawal of foreign donors in the post-accession

phase is addressed in Bulgaria, the Czech Republic and Romania.

Respondents also expect that new funding mechanisms such as crowdfunding will gain importance

as an addition or even an alternative to traditional sources. This is reported from Romania, Slovakia and Bul-
garia. In addition, CSOs see social entrepreneurship as a chance to achieve financial sustainability. Especially
in Moldova, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and the Czech Republic, the respondents report awareness and

recognition of social entrepreneurship.

The organizations participating in the survey also assessed the financial sustainability of CSOs and the

stability of funding in their fields. In general, the financial situation seems rather stable in many countries,
except for Croatia, Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria, where respondents answered more skeptically (see Figure

2-4). This could be linked to the trend towards decreased foreign funding in the years following the EU acces-

sion.

How to interpret a
boxplot

For each boxplot, the grey
line represents the median
whereas the mean is la-
belled above the black
rhombus. The upper and
lower quartiles each rep-
resent 25% of the data and
are illustrated by a hori-
zontal grey line marked
out by whiskers.

Depicted in blue is the in-
terquartile range repre-
senting the remaining 50%
of the data. The size of the
boxplot indicates the
spread of the data. Outli-
ers are marked as grey
dots outside of the upper
and lower quartiles.

FIGURE 2-4: STABILITY OF FUNDING IN CEE
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Czech and Slovenian CSOs are rather optimistic about the future, whereas Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and
Austria expect more problems with funding. Rather hopeful are North Macedonian, Montenegrin and Alba-
nian CSOs, organizations in countries with easy access to EU and other foreign funds because of their candi-
date status for EU membership (see Figure 2-5).

FIGURE 2-5: POTENTIAL FOR FUTURE FUNDING IN CEE
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The major correlates of a stable funding situation and optimism about future funding prospects are the free-
dom and prestige that CSOs enjoy within their socio-political environments. CSOs that are optimistic about
their future and their funding prospects report that (1) politicians consider them as equal partners, (2) involve
them in finding solutions and (3) they can play watchdog roles without any fear of repressions, and that (4)
they can easily mobilize citizens and (5) recruit volunteers. These CSOs are less concerned about their funding
prospects. Of course, professionalization also contributes to a stable financial situation, but exerts a quantita-
tively much lower influence.

2.3. SUMMARY & OUTLOOK

In many countries, the shrinking of space for civil society is related to the increased orientation of leading po-
litical actors towards right-wing doctrines and the rise of populism in the CEE region. This is not limited to
Hungary or Austria, but also affects Slovakia, Slovenia and the Czech Republic. Consequences of these devel-
opments are the “criminalization” of CSOs with views critical of the dominating political ideology, in particular
of those opposing restrictive immigration policies. This also leads to an increased polarization in civil society.
A further phenomenon described by the country experts is the emergence of a shadow civil society comprised
of politically affiliated CSOs. These CSOs colonize the civil society and attempt to mimic its purpose and ac-
tions, which creates an environment consisting mostly of government-supportive CSOs and limits the diversity
in civil society. This is principally the case in Romania, Serbia, Croatia and Hungary (Greskovits, 2017). Recent
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amendments to the Romanian tax law restrict individuals’ redirecting of a part of their income tax solely to
state-approved NGOs from the social sector (see chapter 14.2).

At the same time, these impediments also serve as a source of empowerment for the civil society, as
community-based, grassroots initiatives emerge as a counteraction. Furthermore, some country experts report
an increase in advocacy and watchdog activities as an opposition to current political trends in Hungary, Mol-
dova, Slovakia and Albania. This often leads to more creative solutions for obtaining funding, e.g. by making
use of new funding mechanisms such as crowd funding or by pursuing a strategy of social entrepreneurship.

The political environment is also one the major topics when it comes to future prospects. CSO represent-
atives across all countries expressed their concerns regarding the current political climate: hate speech, crimi-
nalization of CSOs and their work and fake news are threats impeding the space of CSOs, especially in the field
of human rights, the support of migrants and the watchdog and advocacy organizations. Some respondents
predict a growing political and social apathy, others are more optimistic that CSOs will succeed in mobilizing
people to get more involved, in building strong communities and in creating a culture of requesting accounta-
bility from the government. This is important for both, the virtual as well as the “real” communities. It is
pointed out how important it is for CSOs “to earn their coherence and trust in society”.

Hope lies with the EU, especially among accession candidates. However, some respondents are con-
cerned about current developments in the EU, such as the growing polarization, nationalism and populism.
They fear a greater influence of political parties on CSOs in terms of colonializing and building up their own
CSOs. As a reaction to current developments, some CSOs might withdraw from their watchdog function in or-
der to sustain their (public) funding and concentrate on their mere service function. Others might be encour-
aged to focus on their watchdog role, on advocacy and activism. An increased collaboration and solidarity
among CSOs would be a desirable trend in this regard.

Funding is a major topic for CSO practitioners, and it will most likely keep its dominance in the upcom-
ing years. Some of the respondents critically reflect the donor dependence of CSOs and stress the importance
of strong, independent CSOs for the development of democratic structures. Financial sustainability is con-
ceived as one of the greatest challenges for CSOs, especially since public funding remains underdeveloped in
many countries. Social entrepreneurship and social business might be a strategy, which will gain importance,
according to the CSO practitioners. Especially smaller and donor-driven CSOs that operate alone will face a
rough weather. Larger CSOs that cooperate in networks and CSOs capable of mobilizing the general public
have a better forecast, as they will gain more influence.
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3. Albania

Elona Dhémbo

The year 2018 did not bring the expected developments that would provide a more enabling environment for the
Albanian civil society sector. Several of the old problems persisted due to the incomplete legislation, the prob-
lematic legal conduct and the inconsistent behaviour of important actors (e.g. public institutions or central and
local government bodies). Albanian CSOs still had to cope with issues of centralized procedures, additional fi-
nancial burdens from disputed fiscal regulations, high dependency on foreign donors due to the lack of diversifi-
cation of financial resources and limited access to public funds. Nevertheless, in 2018, Albanian CSOs grew
stronger, especially in their advocacy and watchdog functions, and got involved in new practices, such as sub-
granting. In 2018, the civil society was the best-performing sector in the country in terms of democratic pro-
gress. While 2018 did not entail any significant changes concerning the challenges the sector still faces, it was
characterised by an unusual wave of grassroots movements and activism. As the Civil Society Survey (2018)
shows, for the next 5 years, CSO practitioners expect an increase in competition in the sector, which will fuel a
diversification of the CSOs’ portfolios, more investments in the sector’s human resources and a greater attention
to PR, technology and social media. Migration and other demographic changes are expected to shape the major
areas of interventions. Finally, all involved actors, particularly the National Agency for Civil Society, are ex-
pected to play a more supportive role in meeting the objectives of the Road Map for an enabling environment for
CSOs in the country.

Albania: Key facts
3.1. INTRODUCTION v

Population: 2,870,324 (INSTAT, 2018)
Stifled during the communist regime, the civil society
sector in Albania has now progressively expanded, fol-
lowing the drastic changes of the 1990s, and it currently
appears as the best-performing sector in terms of d