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In July 2013 it becomes the first 
country to join the EU since 2007 
and the second Balkan country 
emerging from the former 
Yugoslavia to do so, after Slovenia. 

Facts about Croatia
•  Population: 4.3 million, with a falling birth 

rate. 

•  Average life expectancy 75.7 years.

•  Major cities: Zagreb (capital), Split, Rijeka, 
Osijek. Local government by 21 regional 
authorities.

•  1 777 km of mainland coastline, plus more 
than 1 000 islands. 

•  Ranked as the world’s 18th most popular 
tourist destination, with more than  
10 million foreign visitors each year. 

From 2000 onwards, Croatia achieved rapid 
economic growth coupled with widespread 
reforms. But the economy has contracted in 
recent years, as the euro crisis has affected 
major regional trading partners like Italy and 
Slovenia. 

Formerly part of Yugoslavia, Croatia’s 
declaration of independence in 1991 led to a 
four-year war for independence which left  
20 000 dead and a quarter of a million 
refugees. 

In 2003, Croatian and Serbian leaders 
apologised for the war.
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Key dates
February 2003  Applied for EU 

membership

June 2004  Obtained candidate status

October 2005  Accession negotiations 
started

December 2011  Signed EU Accession 
Treaty

January 2012  44% of citizens voted in 
EU accession referendum: 
two-thirds in favour 

1 July 2013  Croatia joins the EU

European Commission 
Monitoring Report on Croatia, 
October 2012

The Commission’s 2012 monitoring report 
praised Croatia’s progress towards meeting 
EU standards. It already has a functioning 
market economy, but needs further labour 
market reforms and a better business 
environment. The country is active in fighting 
corruption but needs to go further. The 
Commission also recommended action on 
minority rights and judicial reforms. Croatia 
must “continue building a modern, reliable, 
de-politicised and citizen-oriented public 
service.” 

Quality of life 
Service industries provide a high proportion 
of Croatian jobs, but unemployment has 
risen with the crisis to above the EU average, 
at around 17% in late 2012 (45% among 
under-25s). Average household incomes are 
low, and the proportion of the population 
living below the poverty line has increased 
over the last decade.   

The European Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions urged Croatia to boost the 
employment rate by moving from income 
support to training, and to provide more 
affordable housing and childcare, to 
help women into the labour market. It 
recommended that “promoting living 
standards and social inclusion should be 
defined as a priority across all areas of 
policy-making and implementation, thus … 
preventing and reducing poverty, inequality 
and social exclusion.” It will publish new data 
in spring 2013.

Civil society  
in Croatia
In its 2007 opinion on Croatia on the road to 
accession, the European Economic and Social 
Committee (EESC) found some  
27 000 associations registered across the 
country. For historical reasons, the social 
partners (trade unions and employers) are 
major players. Croatia has two trade union 
federations affiliated at EU level: the Union of 
Autonomous Trade Unions of Croatia (SSSH/
UATUC) and the Independent Trade Unions 
of Croatia (NHS). Employers are represented 
by the Croatian Employers’ Association 
(HUP/CEA), founded in 1993 and affiliated to 
BusinessEurope.
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although “useful steps have been taken in 
the right direction”.

The evolution  
of civil society 
As in many central and eastern European 
countries, organised civil society in Croatia 
is relatively young, but has been growing 
steadily stronger over the last 20 years.

In its first National Strategy for Creating 
an Enabling Environment for Civil Society 
Development, adopted in 2006, the 
government acknowledged that: “democratic 
consolidation… encompasses the building of 
a strong civil society – citizens organised and 
active in a broad spectrum of special and 
group interests”.

But in many cities and regions, NGOs are 
engaged on the environment, rights for 
women, young and disabled people, and 
consumer protection, with a gradual shift 
from the defence of human rights towards 
the active pursuit of social issues. The EESC 
opinion called for the widest possible range 
of civil society players to be involved in 
Croatia’s continuing EU integration. “Strong 
and effective civil society organisations have 
an important role to play in implementing the 
Community acquis [EU law] and in monitoring, 
particularly in the period immediately 
following Croatia’s accession,” it argues.

In particular, civil society is playing an 
important role in fighting corruption. More 
effort is required to protect minority rights, 
agrees the EESC, and “specific understanding 
is still needed for the integration or return of 
refugees and internally displaced persons”, 



between the government and the non-
governmental, non-profit sector. It manages 
funding from sources like the EU.

The Council for the Development of Civil 
Society was set up in 2002 to advise the 
government. Its role was formally established 
in 2009. It fosters cooperation in monitoring 
and implementing policy and setting 
priorities.

The National Foundation for Civil Society 
Development was launched in 2004 to 
promote and provide funding to support 
civil society and active citizenship, through 
respect for human rights, cooperation and 
dialogue between all participants in society, 
access to information, tolerance, diversity 
and non-violence.

Core activities include:

•  Encouraging citizens to get involved in 
community development

•  Building civil society capacity

•  Developing cross-sector collaboration 
between civil society organisations

•  Increasing public influence and visibility for 
civil society organisations

•  Developing social entrepreneurship and 
employment in the non-profit sector

•  Increasing civil society’s influence in public 
policy-making

The legal framework is now quite 
well developed, with laws governing 
volunteering, financing, social partnership, 
etc. The sector includes associations, 
foundations, and private institutions. But 
according to the Euclid Network1, civil 
society still needs more influence in public 
policy-making, to improve networking 
between large and smaller, grass-roots 
organisations, and to build broader social 
alliances. The state has been slow to 
recognise its importance, and even now 
its efforts are not fully understood or 
appreciated. Funding sources are starting 
to emerge, but the private sector gives little 
support, so financial sustainability remains 
a key problem. Apathy and low levels of 
citizen participation are also legacies of past 
attitudes.

This view is reflected in the EESC’s opinion, 
which points to the need “to catch up in 
areas that are key to civil society activity 
such as trust, solidarity, transparency and 
autonomy”.  

The EU-Croatia civil society Joint Consultative 
Committee draws attention to the need for 
capacity-building, to overcome the obstacles 
preventing civil society organisations 
(particularly the social partners) from 
accessing EU funding.

Support structures
The Government Office for Cooperation 
with NGOs was founded in 1998 with the 
aim of boosting cooperation and partnership 

1. A pan-European, EU-funded community that works to strengthen civil society



It comprises six members of the EESC and six 
Croatian representatives. It meets every six 
months, and has been an important tool for 
supporting the development of civil society. 

The JCC works by preparing joint reports 
on specific issues, and agreeing on 
conclusions. These issues have included 
enterprise and industrial policy, social policy 
and employment, consumer and health 
protection, social dialogue, sustainable 
development, transport, the European 
Social Fund, reform of the Croatian pension 
system – especially for disabled people – and 
regional policy. 

At the JCC’s 12th meeting in December 2012, 
co-presidents Christoph Lechner and  
Ana Milićević Pezelj urged further progress 
“in areas such as judiciary, the fight against 
corruption, and human rights and the 
protection of minorities, and underlines the 
important role that civil society organisations 
could and should play in these areas. 
Organised civil society in Croatia, including 
representatives of the social partners and 
other civil society organisations, should 
be mandatorily involved in advance in the 
preparation and adoption of legislation 
when proposals are submitted in their field 
of competence.”

Croatia on the EESC 
From Croatia’s accession on 1 July 2013, nine 
civil society representatives will join the EESC 
as full members, increasing the size of the 
Committee from 344 to 353. One of the tasks 
of the JCC has been to prepare civil society 
representatives to take up this role.

The Economic  
and Social Council 
Croatia’s ESC is a consultative tripartite 
body that gives opinions, evaluates policy 
and takes initiatives. It comprises members 
from the government, employers and 
trade unions. It has five thematic "expert 
committees" which focus on the five policy 
areas: 

•  Wage policy, the tax system 

•  Employment and social policy 

•  Education and the labour market 

•  Collective bargaining and the protection of 
rights 

•  Sustainable development, the energy sector 
and climate change 

Nevertheless, trade unions have criticised 
the real impact of this body, claiming that 
it is a forum for formal rather than effective 
dialogue.

Economic and Social Councils also exist at 
county level. But despite this well-established 
legal framework for social dialogue, the social 
partners’ influence on policy-making is not 
as strong as it should be.

The EESC in Croatia
The EESC has been working with civil society 
in Croatia for several years, to prepare for  
EU membership, with regular meetings in the 
EU and Croatia.

The EU-Croatia Joint Consultative 
Committee (JCC) was set up in December 
2006 and held its first meeting in March 2007. 



Contacts  
and further 
information
European Economic  
and Social Committee:  
www.eesc.europa.eu/western-balkans

EU-Croatia Joint Consultative Committee:  
www.eesc.europa.eu/EU-Croatia-JCC

Euclid: http://goo.gl/9rIkU

National Strategy for Creating  
an Enabling Environment for Civil Society 
Development:  
http://goo.gl/XVeaW

Government Office for Cooperation  
with NGOs: http://goo.gl/vMJQk

Council for the Development  
of Civil Society: http://goo.gl/BbJg1

Independent Service for Social 
Partnership: http://goo.gl/UdwaZ

Conclusions
The JCC has consistently reiterated its 
support for Croatia’s accession, and its 
confidence in the benefits for both the 
EU and for Croatia itself. In December 
2012, the EESC insisted that: “Efficient civil 
society organisations … are essential for 
breathing life into the participatory element 
of a modern democracy. They will be 
essential to Croatia, as a new EU Member 
State.” The Committee has offered its full 
support, including helping to inform the 
wider European public of the benefits of 
enlargement. 

At a difficult moment for the EU and its 
Member States, Croatia’s accession is a 
hopeful, forward-looking step which also 
testifies to the Union’s ongoing commitment 
to the countries of the Western Balkans. The 
EESC looks forward to working ever-more 
closely with a flourishing civil society in 
Croatia.
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