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FINAL DECLARATION

10th Western Balkans Civil Society Forum

Budva, 13-14 May 2025

1. The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC), which represents organised civil society in the European Union (EU), held its 10th Western Balkans Civil Society Forum with the support of the European Commission, the Open Society Foundation – Western Balkans (OSF-WB), the Western Balkans Fund (WBF) and the Regional Cooperation Council (RCC). The Forum brought together representatives of trade unions, employers and civil society organisations from the Western Balkans (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo[footnoteRef:1]⃰, Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia) and the EU, representatives of EU institutions and agencies, and international organisations and networks. [1: ⃰ 	This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UN Security Council Resolution 1244/1999 and the ICJ Opinion on Kosovo’s declaration of independence.] 


2. The 10th edition of the Forum took place in Budva, not least in order to encourage Montenegro to live up to its ambition to become the next EU Member State and set a positive example for the rest of the region. 

3. Drawing attention to the EESC as the first EU body to apply the principle of gradual accession and involve EU candidate countries in its work by appointing ‘Enlargement Candidate Members’, the Forum invited other EU bodies and institutions to follow this good example.

4. This declaration outlines a series of calls from organised civil society and serves as a contribution by EU and Western Balkan civil society to the next Enlargement Package and EU-Western Balkans summits. Finally, the conclusions of the Forum will be communicated to the EU institutions, civil society organisations and the region’s public authorities.

The Forum participants adopted the following declaration:

On the EU accession path for the Western Balkans and the importance of European values

The participants:

5. resolutely support further EU enlargement to the Western Balkans region and call for a credible and merit-based accession process, which would strengthen the EU both geopolitically and socioeconomically;

6. firmly believe that a gradual, predictable and merit-based approach to acquiring increasing benefits during the EU accession process is the best way to proceed towards EU enlargement, provided that the ultimate goal is the full accession of the Western Balkans to the EU;

7. strongly support the idea of setting a clear and realistic timeline for the Western Balkan partners to become members of the EU; welcome the mention of 2030 as a target date by which both the EU and the Western Balkans should be ready for enlargement; 

8. note that, since enlargement is a merit-based process, some countries might complete the EU accession process more quickly than others; express hope that Montenegro’s and Albania’s current good pace of accession negotiations will continue; remain mindful of the choices Serbia will make to restore trust in democratic institutions and rebuild bridges amongst its citizens, its youth and its civil society; express hope that North Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina will soon be able to open the Fundamentals cluster of EU accession negotiations and that Kosovo will obtain EU candidate status;

9. urge the Commission to address evident attempts to suppress the civic space and independent media, and to reflect these issues more prominently in the enlargement strategy and country reports, linking serious restrictions on civic freedoms to financial and political consequences for candidate countries; stress that all current and future EU Member States need to fully and sincerely adhere to European values, and would therefore welcome the inclusion of all EU candidate and potential candidate countries in the rule of law and fundamental rights reports; call for increased financial and political support to strengthen democratic resilience and independent civil society in the Western Balkans;

10. emphasise the need for the EU to take a proactive stance in addressing bilateral disputes between EU Member States and candidate countries. These disputes frequently impede progress and adversely affect pro-EU political forces in candidate and potential candidate countries, leading to stagnation or even the reversal of EU-oriented reforms; stress that the social partners and civil society organisations should play an active role in the reconciliation process;

11. stress the importance of systematic, meaningful and timely inclusion of the social partners and civil society organisations in the EU accession negotiations and in this context point to the important role of civil society joint consultative committees (JCCs) and the Enlargement Candidate Members initiative in following the accession negotiations and fostering institutional dialogue with EU bodies.

On the contribution of the social partners and civil society organisations to implementing the Growth Plan and the Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans

The participants:

12. commend the adoption of the Growth Plan and the Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans and ask that, during its implementation, the input from the social partners and civil society organisations be sought in a timely manner and duly considered, and that the membership of the countries’ monitoring committees include representatives of the social and economic partners and civil society organisations; recommend that the Commission issue clear and transparent guidance on how to apply the conditionality package and support evaluations of both the advantages and the drawbacks of early market integration without forgetting core social and labour standards, in line with the European social model;

13. on the Common Regional Market (CRM): stress the need to closely involve all stakeholders, including the social partners and civil society organisations, and to enhance parliamentary engagement and capacity in the implementation of the Common Regional Market Action Plan 2025-2028 (CRM 2.0); point to the importance of the Common Regional Market in paving the way for deeper integration of the Western Balkans with the EU single market and in becoming its functional extension; they commend Regional Cooperation Council for coordination of the CRM and point out to the importance of the CRM to pave the way for a deeper integration of the Western Balkans with the EU Single market;

14. on the single market and trade: invite the authorities of the Western Balkans to enhance trade flows within the region by eliminating barriers to trade in goods and services, fostering a unified digital, transport and energy space, promoting joint investment efforts and encouraging industrial and innovation cooperation, including by enhancing the private sector’s access to the Single Market Programme. By advancing these interconnected areas under a single coordinated approach, the region can boost its competitiveness, attract investment and accelerate socio-economic convergence with the European Union, in line with the objectives of the Growth Plan and the Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans;

15. on the Clean Industrial Deal: stress that the EU and Western Balkan countries should ensure that sufficient financial and administrative support is provided to the commercial sector in the region, encouraging it to make sustained efforts towards a blue and green/circular economy. The Western Balkans should adopt a regional clean industrial strategy that decarbonises key sectors, promotes clean technologies, invests in workforce skills and streamlines regulations to align with the EU’s Clean Industrial Deal and maximise benefits from the Growth Plan and the Reform and Growth Facility, while also aligning with the work on the Union of Skills;

16. invite EU and the Western Balkans to set up a roadmap for accession of the Western Balkans into the EU emissions trading systems (ETS) market by full implementation of monitoring, reporting, verification of emissions and the accreditation of verifiers (MRVA) systems, recognition of carbon allowances and decarbonization investment plans in order to prevent restrictions to trade, improve energy security, encourage integration into the EU Clean Industrial Deal and promote implementation of the Green Agenda for the Western Balkans.

17. on enabling the business environment: point out that sustainable economic development will be crucial for the Western Balkans’ successful EU accession. On this path, a holistic approach to policy-making is essential – one that engages all sectors of society and addresses the critical challenges across various policy domains. The OECD Competitiveness Outlook for the Western Balkans[footnoteRef:2] can serve as a reference to support this effort; [2:  	Western Balkans Competitiveness Outlook 2024: Regional Profile | OECD.] 


18. on social justice: stress that social justice principles need to be integrated into the implementation of the Growth Plan. These include promoting decent work by aligning employment policies with the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda to ensure fair wages, safe working conditions and social protection for all workers, as well as strengthening social dialogue and engaging with civil society organisations through civic dialogue to ensure transparency and accountability;

19. on digital transformation: recommend that the Western Balkans implement the Digital Agenda for the Western Balkans, which expands digital infrastructure, modernises public services, builds digital skills and strengthens cybersecurity in order to align with EU standards and fully leverage the Growth Plan and the Reform and Growth Facility;

20. on smart and green mobility: in order to improve connectivity and achieve efforts to decarbonise and digitalise its transport sector, it is important that the Western Balkan partners work on the implementation of the Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy for the Western Balkans.  

[bookmark: _Hlk196234691]On the contribution of the social partners and civil society organisations to implementing the European Pillar of Social Rights in the Western Balkans

The participants:

21. point out that inequality, poverty, unemployment, social exclusion, and economic and social disparities are issues of common concern across the Western Balkans; stress the need to develop reliable, quality, up-to-date and comparable data, at both the national and the regional level, which is crucial for monitoring progress in implementing the European Pillar of Social Rights and ensuring a successful EU accession process. Organised civil society can contribute to monitoring by producing independent qualitative and quantitative analyses, thereby helping to provide a complete picture of what works well and less well;

22. on more and better jobs: recommend that the authorities adopt an integrated approach in order to create more and better-quality jobs by, for instance, investing in skills development, through initial and continuing education and training in formal and non-formal settings, implementing the youth guarantee, facilitating the transition to quality employment for adults in vulnerable situations, enhancing social dialogue (including collective bargaining) and using the Instrument for Pre-Accession and the Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans to finance the creation of employment in advanced sectors and employment-related reforms;

23. on skills development: call for adult education and life-long learning and initial vocational learning (IVET) to be matched with labour market needs. This will contribute to reducing persistent unemployment and to creating opportunities for employment and economic growth. In this context, civil society organisations can play a significant role in cooperation with the social partners and governments. To this end, a holistic approach to policymaking is essential – one that engages civil society organisations as key partners and reflects a commitment to inclusive, cross-sectoral collaboration to address critical challenges in skills development[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  	The Role of Civil Society Organisations in Human Capital Development and Lifelong Learning | ETF.] 


24. on social protection: recommend that the countries of the region analyse the status of existing social services and develop strategies for reforming social safety nets, taking into account existing standards and practices in the EU Member States. The objective should be to improve existing social safety nets in the region, which are narrow in terms of both the scope of benefits as well as volume, and to enhance social protection and human development;

25. on equality: call for more and better implementation of legislation and strategies that would enable the economic empowerment of women, increase women’s representation in political and leadership positions, challenge gender stereotypes and promote gender equality; point out that gender-based violence is a matter of grave concern across the region and call for all stakeholders to tackle this problem as a matter of priority;

26. on inclusion: fully support the ‘leave no one behind’ principle and call for more attention to be paid to, and support to be provided for, the integration of vulnerable groups since their inclusion is far from being achieved; point out that young people (especially those not in education, employment or training (NEET)), certain groups of women, elderly people, ethnic minorities and people with disabilities remain more likely to face discrimination, including its' multiple and intersectional forms, and that more needs to be done to integrate them into labour markets and societies as a whole;

27. call for the removal of various barriers that prevent and hinder access to rights, goods and services for persons with disabilities, especially young people and women, and to enable and encourage more adequate and quality access to education and skills, inclusion and community life, and participation in all decision-making processes affecting them;

28. on advancing Roma inclusion for sustainable regional growth: stress that the Roma population remains the most disadvantaged minority across the Western Balkans, , with persistent barriers to education, social services, and employment; underscore that such exclusion undermines social cohesion and limits the region’s competitiveness and human capital within the Common Regional Market and EU integration agenda; call on authorities to deliver targeted measures in line with the Poznań Declaration—improving education outcomes, expanding green and digital skills, ensuring access to healthcare and housing, and scaling up tailored employment support; emphasize that Roma inclusion must be integral to green and digital transitions to ensure a just, inclusive, and resilient regional economy;

29. on tackling undeclared work: point out that undeclared work remains a significant challenge across the region, and invite the authorities to adopt a coordinated, incentive-driven strategy to transform undeclared work into declared work. This approach should integrate labour, tax and social protection policies, simplify formal employment procedures and offer practical incentives (such as tax relief or access to benefits) for workers and employers in order to formalise work. It should also prioritise legal and institutional reforms that ensure fair conditions for platform workers, in particular, address the rigidity of the self-employed tax systems, which often discourage formalisation and act as a key structural barrier to reducing informality in the region;

30. strongly believe that, given the significant investments and regulatory adaptations required, the social partners and civil society organisations have a particularly important role to play in the socioeconomic convergence of the Western Balkans with the EU and in the transition towards a more sustainable society; 

31. strongly believe that the EU should focus on and increase its support for the social partners and organised civil society in order to reach the wider public and bridge the gap between national institutions and the wider public, as they are the real drivers of change with a view to meeting the goals of the European Pillar of Social Rights. 
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