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20th meeting, Podgorica, 20 March 2025

JOINT DECLARATIONEN


The EU-Montenegro Civil Society Joint Consultative Committee (JCC) is one of the bodies set up under the Stabilisation and Association Agreement between the European Union and Montenegro. It enables civil society organisations from both sides to monitor Montenegro’s progress towards joining the European Union and to make recommendations to the Montenegrin Government and the EU institutions.
The meeting was held in Podgorica, with high-level officials and representatives of organised civil society from the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) and Montenegro playing an active part. The JCC discussed the state of play regarding EU-Montenegro relations and the accession negotiations with the EU, in particular the Reform Agenda for Montenegro and the implementation of the new Growth Plan for the Western Balkans, the Montenegrin roadmap for meeting the negotiation chapters’ closing benchmarks (Agenda 2028), the competitiveness of Montenegro and the EU, and the situation of social dialogue and civil society in Montenegro.

1. State of play regarding EU-Montenegro relations and the accession process, including the implementation of the Reform Agenda and the Growth Plan for the Western Balkans

The JCC welcomes the EU-Montenegro Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) that took place on 16 December 2024[footnoteRef:1], at which Montenegro provisionally closed additional chapters of negotiations (Chapter 7 - Intellectual property law; Chapter 10 - Information society and media; and Chapter 20 - Enterprise and industrial policy). It hopes that the good pace of the provisional closure of additional chapters will continue in 2025, with the goal of closing all remaining chapters of negotiations by the end of 2026. [1:  	Seventeenth Accession Conference with Montenegro - Consilium.] 


Members of the JCC reiterate that Montenegro’s ambition of becoming the 28th EU Member State by 2028 can become reality only if the Montenegrin Government and all political actors deliver on the necessary reforms by showing political maturity and by building consensus on matters of national interest. Once again, they welcome the overall idea of the Barometer 26 platform[footnoteRef:2], but stressed that more needs to be done in order to build trust between political actors and to include organised civil society and citizens more effectively in the accession process.  [2:  	The Barometer 26 platform was adopted by the Montenegrin Government on 5 December 2024, with a view to establishing a joint commitment between key parliamentary political actors in Montenegro to cooperate with the aim of successfully concluding accession negotiations with the EU by the end of 2026.] 


Members of the JCC offered their condolences to the citizens of Montenegro following the tragic mass shooting in Cetinje on 1 January 2025, the deadliest in the country’s history. They expressed concern over public safety, highlighting the need for stronger arms control measures and better reinforcement of mental health and psychological support measures. In line with youth-led protests under the slogan ‘Where Tomorrow?’, the JCC urges the Montenegrin Government to take swift action to address these security challenges. It also calls for a thorough investigation to ensure accountability and prevent similar incidents in the future.

Members of the JCC reiterate that the inclusion of organised civil society in the EU accession process is of the utmost importance, since the social partners and civil society organisations are a bridge between citizens and institutions. The JCC emphasises the vital role of civil society in fostering dialogue, trust and reconciliation to enhance regional stability and good neighbourly relations.

The JCC commends the Montenegrin Government on the newly established practice of reporting on the implementation of recommendations of this JCC and hopes that this will continue in the years leading up to Montenegro’s accession to the EU. This practice is important, since many of the recommendations from the joint declarations adopted at the last JCC meetings continue to stand.

The JCC stresses that, although consultations with the social partners, civil society organisations and other relevant stakeholders were formally held, most of the suggestions received during the consultations on the Reform Agenda were not taken into consideration. Based on experience with implementing the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) in the EU Member States, the JCC strongly recommends that the Montenegrin authorities genuinely include the social partners, along with specialised civil society organisations, in the country’s monitoring committee in order to enhance the implementation, coordination and monitoring of the Reform Agenda[footnoteRef:3]. In addition, members of the JCC stress that all specific legislation and strategies scheduled for adoption as part of the measures of the Reform Agenda should also be subject to public consultations in their own right. [3:  	New growth plan and Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans | EESC (europa.eu).] 


The JCC welcomed the EESC’s decision to hold the 10th EU-Western Balkans Civil Society Forum on 13 and 14 May 2025 in Bećići, Montenegro, where topics relevant for the region will be discussed, such as the implementation of the growth plan for the Western Balkans, reform agendas, the Common Regional Market and the European Pillar of Social Rights. Members of the JCC see the forum as offering a valuable opportunity to strengthen organised civil society networks in the Western Balkans and to highlight Montenegro’s frontrunner status in the EU accession process.

The JCC once again stresses the importance of maintaining the Enlargement Candidate Members Initiative[footnoteRef:4], through which the EESC became the first EU body to include representatives of organised civil society from EU candidate countries in its work. The JCC invites the European Commission to remain supportive of this valuable initiative in 2025 and beyond, and encourages all EU institutions to follow this concrete example of gradual integration into the EU. [4:  	Enlargement Candidate Members’ Initiative | EESC (europa.eu).] 


[bookmark: _Hlk161053268]Members of the JCC once again urge the Montenegrin authorities to ensure a more effective response to threats, violence and pressure against journalists in order to preserve freedom of expression and media in the country. The JCC stresses that the trade union of journalists registered 18 cases of violence against journalists in 2024 alone and once again asks the Montenegrin authorities to effectively address the outstanding recommendations from the ad hoc commission for monitoring violence against the media, including in relation to older cases. 

The economic and social situation in Montenegro

The JCC notes that Montenegro’s economic growth reached 3.1% in 2024, driven by private consumption, expansionary fiscal policy, and rising wages and pensions, though weaker tourism and reduced exports slowed growth. Forecasts for 2025 and 2026 predict similar rates, largely supported by private consumption, particularly after the Europe Now 2 measures in October 2024, which halved pension contributions and raised minimum wages. However, the JCC expresses concern over rising consumer prices in 2025 due to increases in wages and social transfers, warning that higher-than-expected inflation could erode real disposable income and household consumption[footnoteRef:5].  [5:  	The Vienna Institute for International Economic Studies: Montenegro.] 


The JCC welcomes the fact that employment has increased across all sectors, with stronger growth in the public sector. This is to some extent due to higher wages, partly driven by the removal of health contributions and a significant cut in pension contributions which can, on the other hand, have a negative long-term impact on sustainability of the social security system. It hopes that the unemployment rate, which fell to a record low of around 11% in 2024, will continue to decline, along with persistent regional disparities, high long-term and youth unemployment, and the gender gap.

The JCC once again warns that Montenegro needs to significantly improve its public finances management, investment planning and business environment. The government should keep public debt and the public deficit under control, in line with the government’s 2024-2027 fiscal strategy and the Reform Agenda.
[bookmark: _Hlk190429710]
Implementation of obligations deriving from the Fundamentals Cluster

Members of the JCC invite the Montenegrin authorities to urgently address the closing benchmarks set for the provisional closure of Chapters 23 (Judiciary and fundamental rights) and 24 (Justice, freedom and security), including detailed criteria for meeting these benchmarks. They urge them to establish a solid and convincing track record of implementation across the board, demonstrating that the reforms deliver genuine results, with tangible and irreversible impacts on the sectors concerned.

Members of the JCC emphasise the importance of an independent, effective and accountable judiciary as a cornerstone of democracy, alongside the executive and legislative branches. They stress that the EU expressed strong regret about the Parliament of Montenegro's decision of December 2024, namely to terminate a Constitutional Court judge’s term in office based on retirement age that led to the boycott of parliamentary work. They therefore call on all institutions to respect the law and uphold the Constitution, as well as to ensure the independence of the Constitutional Court as an essential safeguard for the rule of law and democratic stability. Additionally, they urge all political parties to engage constructively in resolving the ongoing political crisis and ensuring the proper functioning of institutions.

The JCC firmly supports the adoption of the Amendments to the Constitution of Montenegro at the final stage of the country’s EU accession negotiations. It is essential that these amendments include all necessary provisions to ensure full compliance with the requirements for Montenegro’s accession and the assumption of rights and obligations as a future EU member state.

The JCC welcomes the adoption of a new strategic framework for judicial reforms and the setting up of a new council for monitoring the implementation of the new 2024-2027 Judicial Reform Strategy, since timely implementation of the framework is of key importance. It asks the Montenegrin authorities to address all the remaining recommendations from the European Commission, the Venice Commission and the Council of Europe’s Group of States Against Corruption (GRECO). 

The JCC calls on all relevant actors to prioritise the drafting and adoption of the Law on Government and the Law on Parliament so as to establish an appropriate balance of power and accountability in line with the public interest and the principles of transparency, accountability and the limitation of political arbitrariness. The JCC stresses that it is crucial to define the competencies of a caretaker government (technical mandate), as well as other criteria for internal functioning and technical matters such as telephone sessions, work transparency, internal organization, and the types of acts it adopts.

[bookmark: _Hlk191826315]The JCC calls on the Montenegrin authorities to ensure a professional, accountable and transparent civil service by fully implementing merit-based recruitment, promotion and remuneration at all levels. It urges further efforts to depoliticise the public administration and strengthen its integrity, ensuring that transparency and accountability remain key principles in governance. Additionally, it calls upon the Montenegrin Government to speed up the digital transformation of the public administration and to ensure the full functioning of and access to e-administration, providing a wide range of online administrative services. 

The JCC agrees that corruption remains an issue of concern in Montenegro and that the authorities in the country need to intensify efforts to continue establishing effective anti-corruption policies, based on the rule of law, and to prevent and tackle organised crime and money laundering, including from tobacco smuggling and drug-related crimes. Members of the JCC note here the importance of showing concrete results in fighting corruption, including high-level corruption, and of ensuring that unlawfully gained assets are systematically confiscated, by adopting the log-awaited Law on reviewing the origin of property. They note that Montenegro’s score in the 2024 Corruption Perceptions Index remained unchanged from the previous year[footnoteRef:6], ranking 65th out of 180 countries and maintaining its position as the highest-ranked country in the Western Balkans. [6:  	Corruption Perceptions Index 2024 - Transparency.org.] 


The JCC expresses concern over the non-transparent process and lack of valid analysis behind the proposed amendments to the Law on Professional Rehabilitation and Employment of Persons with Disabilities, alerting about possible restriction of existing rights guaranteed by international conventions and Montenegrin legislation. They urge the line ministry to conduct a thorough impact analysis, full utilisation of state resources to protect disability rights, and immediate inclusion of representatives of civil society organisations in decision-making, ensuring a fair and inclusive legal framework before the law’s planned adoption in Q4 2025.

The competitiveness of Montenegro and the EU in the context of Draghi Report on the future of European competitiveness

Members of the JCC take note of Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) 2024 Competitiveness Outlook for Montenegro[footnoteRef:7], which states that the country has made modest progress since the previous report in 2021. The report highlights that Montenegro should improve the governance of state-owned enterprises, enhance energy supply by increasing renewable investments, speed up digitalisation while strengthening cybersecurity, and reform tax policies to boost revenue and economic competitiveness. [7:  	Western Balkans Competitiveness Outlook 2024: Montenegro | OECD.] 


Members of the JCC point out that sustained productivity growth is essential for stable economic progress and income convergence in Montenegro. To achieve this, they recommend increased investment in education, R&D, and infrastructure, alongside improving institutional efficiency and market functioning. The JCC stresses that greater support for commodity sectors will enhance domestic production and reduce import dependence and that strong financial and expert assistance is needed to help Montenegrin producers meet EU standards. Additionally, it points out that improving the investment climate will attract foreign and domestic investments, fostering technology transfer and innovation.

[bookmark: _Hlk191822210]Members of the JCC note that employment dynamics and rising wages in the public sector make the public sector more attractive than the private sector, which could result in a transfer of skilled workers from the private and NGO sectors towards the public administration and state-owned enterprises. They stress that the government should support entrepreneurs, the micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSME) sector and active civil society organisations in this context, since they face serious challenges associated with the implementation of the Europe Now 2 programme and the government’s 2024-2027 fiscal strategy. 

Members of the JCC agree with the Draghi Report with respect to the need to act urgently to boost European competitiveness, while ensuring sustainability and social cohesion. They call on the EU institutions to make sure that economic growth aligns with environmental protection, workers’ rights and regional balance[footnoteRef:8]. The JCC calls for increased investment in social infrastructure, digital transformation and the energy transition in order to strengthen Europe’s economy. It urges the EU to take a proactive role in global economic transformation by adapting the single market to new geopolitical realities, thus reducing reliance on non-EU supply chains and enhancing Europe’s role in strategic industries. [8:  	Assessment of the Letta and Draghi reports on the functioning and competitiveness of the EU’s single market | EESC.] 


The JCC notes that the measures proposed by the Draghi Report require massive investments and therefore calls on the EU institutions to reflect on the possibility of issuing common safe assets, as was done in response to the pandemic. It points out that investments in the defence of the EU and the candidate countries will also need to be boosted, in part through new funding instruments designed to improve the level of technological development in the sector.

[bookmark: _Hlk190428739][bookmark: _Hlk190428669]Social dialogue in Montenegro
[bookmark: _Hlk190428865]
The JCC reiterates its call for the Montenegrin Government to promote tripartite and bipartite social dialogue at all levels. It welcomes the initial efforts of the newly established Directorate for Social Dialogue under the Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Dialogue, and is hopeful that they will intensify further and contribute to building the capacity of the social partners and strengthening social dialogue in the country. Once again, it reminds the Montenegrin Government and the Parliament to respect all the agreements between the social partners reached by consensus within the Social Council and not to question these agreements for the sake of specific political interests[footnoteRef:9].  [9:             One recent example is the adopted proposal to amend the Law on Civil Servants and State Employees, where the Government did not adhere to the Social Council’s Opinion regarding the reinstatement of the obligatory employment termination age limit to 67. This provision had already been included in the amendments to the Labour Law which awaits comments from the European Commission.] 


Members of the JCC invite the Montenegrin authorities to consult the social partners, the Social Council, the Chamber of Economy and all interested civil society organisations on amendments to all relevant legislative acts. They welcome the recent formation of working groups within the Social Council on important draft laws, such as the working group on amending the Law on the Labour Fund, aimed at addressing the issue of unpaid contributions for pension and disability insurance of employees whose employers have ceased to exist. They also expect swift progress within working groups on other important laws such as the Law on Strike, the Law on Representativeness of Trade Unions and Employers' Organisations, the Law on Social Entrepreneurship, the Law on Volunteering, and the Law on Amendments to the Law on Professional Rehabilitation and Employment of Persons with Disabilities.

The JCC invites the Montenegrin Government to accelerate work towards the adoption of the planned amendments to the Labour Law, with a view to ensuring alignment with the relevant EU acquis in the areas of work-life balance, transparent and predictable working conditions, and telework, as well as amendments to the Law on Safety and Health at Work, in order to ensure that administrative structures and enforcement capacities will be effective for citizens and businesses. It points out that the Law on the Protection of Equality and Anti-Discrimination should be amended in order to align it with the EU acquis, including in the area of employment and occupation.

Members of the JCC welcome the upcoming joint event ‘Making Social Dialogue Work for Improved Quality of Life and Work in the Western Balkan Region’ co-organised by the European Training Foundation (ETF), the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound) and the EESC, to be held on 3 April 2025 in Tirana, Albania. They are convinced that this event will offer an excellent opportunity for the social partners in the countries of the Western Balkans and the EU to share good practices and come up with concrete proposals and solutions on how to improve social dialogue.

The JCC is supportive of the development of social dialogue at the regional and local level within the country and in that context it welcomes the recent establishment of the Social Council in the City of Podgorica and invites other local authorities to follow this example.

Overview of the situation of civil society in Montenegro

0. The JCC reminds the Montenegrin authorities that a legal, regulatory and institutional framework and overall enabling environment for civil society organisations should be in place in Montenegro well before its accession to the EU, including a well-established practice of inclusive consultation processes. It highlights that the civil sector in Montenegro is positively perceived by the public, with the majority holding a favourable view of the work and impact of critical civil society organisations on the country's democratisation and European integration.

0. Members of the JCC call on all political actors to refrain from attacking those who want to freely express their critical views and induce change for the public good through peaceful gatherings. Instead, they should stand up for democratic principles, support the right to freely express opinions, assemble, and protest, and condemn those who seek to suppress these principles through pressure, attacks and dangerous labelling. 

0. The JCC once again invites the Montenegrin Government to amend the Law on Prevention of Corruption, as well as other relevant documents, to clearly define the exception provision for representatives of the social partners and civil society organisations who are members of the working groups and other bodies, as well as management bodies, from being treated as public officials and thus avoid any future misinterpretations.

Members of the JCC take note that the Montenegrin Government, at the initiative of the Ministry of Regional-Investment Development and Cooperation with Non-Governmental Organisations, decided on 13 February 2025 to reestablish the Council for cooperation between government institutions and NGOs, in order to monitor the implementation of the Strategy for cooperation with NGOs 2022-2026 and its action plan 2024-2026. They also take note that the work of the working group on the drafting of the amendments to the Law on NGOs is under way and that the law is now due to be adopted in the first half of 2025. They ask for the genuine inclusion of independent civil society organisations both in the Council and in the drafting of the law.

Members of the JCC call on the government to make the further efforts needed to ensure genuine and meaningful cooperation between the government and civil society organisations, and call on all ministries to conduct meaningful public consultations with civil society on all relevant draft laws. They find it regrettable that laws of importance to civil society – such as the revised framework allowing free access to information without unnecessary restrictions, the new legislation on volunteering, on social entrepreneurship (such as social cooperatives) and a specific law on whistleblowing – are still pending, and that, despite the obligation prescribed by the Law on NGOs, not all ministries have launched calls for proposals to finance NGO projects. It calls once again on the government to urgently strengthen ministries’ capacity for strategic planning, monitoring and evaluation of the support provided to civil society organisations, in order to ensure public funding is awarded in a transparent and objective manner.

The JCC emphasises that the EU expects the Montenegrin authorities to demonstrate a credible track record in implementing provisions on non-discrimination, gender equality and combating gender-based violence, as well as in protecting minority rights and cultural rights, in line with the EU acquis and European standards. It also calls for the implementation of a de-institutionalisation strategy for persons with disabilities and the establishment of a robust child protection system based on community-based care. The JCC highlights the crucial role civil society organisations play in all these key policies and asks the Montenegrin authorities to work in close partnership with them. 

*	*	*
This joint declaration was adopted by consensus. The JCC instructs its co-chairs to forward it to the EU-Montenegro Stabilisation and Association Council, the EU-Montenegro Stabilisation and Association Parliamentary Committee (SAPC), the European External Action Service (EEAS), the European Commission and the Montenegrin Government.

The next meeting will be held in Brussels after the renewal of the mandate of the JCC, which is due to take place on 23 October 2025. The agenda for the next meeting will be set by the new co-chairs of this body. It will feature an assessment of the enabling environment for civil society and social dialogue. 
_____________
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