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Preface 
The Civil Society and Think Tank Forum (CSF) 2025 took place in Podgorica, 
Montenegro, on 22–23 September 2025 as a side event of the Berlin Process. The 
Forum, convened by the British Council and financed by the UK Government, brought 
together over 150 participants from across the Western Balkans and Europe.

The Forum provided a structured platform for dialogue between civil society, 
academia, government, international organisations, and other stakeholders. Its 
purpose was to ensure that the perspectives of civil society and independent actors 
fed into the Berlin Process Ministerial Meetings and Leaders’ Summit. In this way, the 
Forum reaffirmed civil society’s role as a driver of democratic accountability, regional 
cooperation, and inclusive policymaking.

In summer 2025, extensive consultations were consolidated into thematic policy 
recommendations, which were then presented and debated during the two-day event 
in Podgorica. The Forum thus reflects not only the discussions that took place at the 
conference but also the wider civic voice of the region.

Discussions were organised around six main thematic areas: Good Governance; 
Security; Reconciliation and Dealing with the Past; Gender and Diversity; Common 
Regional Market and Growth; and Environment, Energy, and Decarbonisation. Each 
session combined the presentation of recommendations with panel exchanges and 
open debate. Thematic panels were complemented by four Spotlight themes: Media, 
Migration, Youth, and the Operating Environment for Civil Society, which addressed 
important cross-cutting issues.

The narrative summaries presented in this report are based on transcripts and 
recordings of discussions. They seek to capture the essence of the debates and key 
takeaways, rather than provide verbatim records.  

The Editorial Team
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DAY ONE
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Good Governance
The first thematic session on Good Governance underscored that governance is the 
foundation for all other reforms in the Western Balkans. While acknowledging some 
progress in recent years, discussions revealed a prevailing sense of frustration with 
superficial reforms, entrenched state capture, and democratic backsliding.

Speakers agreed that the region faces persistent authoritarian tendencies and 
weakening of rule of law mechanisms. Oversight bodies – such as anti-corruption 
agencies, election commissions, and law enforcement institutions – often exist in 
form but lack independence, resources, or authority. Many reforms promoted as 
achievements are perceived by citizens and civil society as box-ticking exercises, 
serving international legitimacy rather than producing meaningful change.

Speakers insisted that conditionality must be consistent and substantive. External 
partners were urged to stop appeasing authoritarian leaders for the sake of stability. 
It was noted that the voice of civil society was now better incorporated into EU 
accession processes. However, the international community was urged to more 
thoroughly scrutinise reforms for their quality and monitor risks of state capture. 

The panel also explored whether digitalisation could strengthen participation. 
While online systems have streamlined services such as business and civil 
registry functions, digital tools for citizen consultation often become facades for 
transparency. For digitalisation to succeed, it must be paired with accountability 
mechanisms and quality assurance.

Another central theme was corruption as a daily reality that corrodes trust and 
drives emigration, especially among youth. Speakers noted that governments already 
possess tools to combat corruption but lack the political will to use them effectively. 
Promising regional initiatives exist but must move beyond signatures and frameworks 
to deliver visible results for citizens.

Discussion also emphasised the need for stronger parliaments. While laws are 
frequently passed in the name of EU integration, implementation and monitoring are 
weak. Legislatures rarely scrutinise how reforms are applied or whether they achieve 
their goals. Instead, tailor-made laws often benefit private or criminal interests. Some 
positive developments were noted, such as younger politicians seeking greater 
accountability, but systemic executive dominance remains a major obstacle.

A recurring message was that many oversight institutions function as paper tigers, 
created to meet international benchmarks but deprived of teeth and independence. 
Parliaments have been sidelined, with reforms often negotiated behind closed 
doors among political elites and international actors. Without political will to restore 
institutional independence and enforce accountability, other reforms will remain hollow.



7  •  Conference Report

Speakers highlighted four critical issues in particular:

• 	Judicial integrity remains compromised by corruption and lack of 
accountability. Judicial vetting and integrity checks, modelled on experiences 	
from other parts of the region, need to be expanded and harmonised.

• 	Election integrity is undermined by politicisation and manipulation. 
Transparency standards and credible monitoring are required.

• 	Oversight institutions suffer from political interference and insufficient 
powers. Solutions include strengthening independence and enforcement powers, 
merit-based recruitment, and the depoliticisation of public administration.

• 	Civic freedoms and media independence are threatened, with increasing 
administrative and legal pressures on civil society. It is critical to safeguard 
civic space and independent media, ensuring citizens and NGOs can participate 
meaningfully in policymaking.
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Security – Cybersecurity and Disinformation
The second thematic session focused on cybersecurity and disinformation, two 
challenges increasingly recognised not only as technical problems but as fundamental 
threats to democracy, trust, and the rule of law in the Western Balkans. Speakers 
agreed that digital development in the region is progressing quickly but without 
sufficient protection, leaving citizens, businesses, and institutions exposed.

Progress since last year’s recommendations was described as minimal, fragmented, or 
superficial. Cybersecurity is often treated narrowly as an IT issue, without integrating 
broader democratic safeguards. Procurement of surveillance technology remains 
opaque, expertise is underfunded, and tools are frequently misused to monitor 
critics, journalists, and activists. This creates a climate of insecurity where digital 
transformation expands, but protections lag far behind.

The environment for independent media and fact-checkers further complicates the 
picture. Many outlets struggle to survive amid donor withdrawal, while hostile political 
environments intensify smear campaigns and surveillance. With major platforms 
like Meta reducing investment in fact-checking across Europe, the already fragile 
information ecosystem risks further deterioration.

External actors were urged not to stop at legal harmonisation but to assess real-
world impact, call out digital repression when it occurs, and support watchdogs and 
independent media with long-term funding and political protection. Civil society 
representatives argued strongly against the rosy narratives that treat half-implemented 
reforms as progress, warning that such approaches only deepen public cynicism.

Civil society organisations called for stronger regional cooperation to amplify 
fragmented voices, both in advocating to national governments and in influencing 
global platforms. Without pooling resources, the region will remain too small to exert 
pressure on multinational tech companies or EU institutions. There was also emphasis 
on countering anti-gender narratives, which are increasingly weaponised online to 
undermine democratic discourse.

Speakers highlighted the role of the private sector in offering expertise, tools, and 
even funding. Some open-source solutions already exist but require closer cooperation 
between civil society, governments, and technology firms. Strategic communications 
and simulated response exercises were recommended as practical ways to prepare for 
large-scale disinformation campaigns.

A critical tension raised was how to balance human rights with the need for security. 
Speakers agreed that the only sustainable balance is through rule-of-law safeguards, 
transparent processes, inclusion of stakeholders, and strong control mechanisms. 
Without these, digital tools risk being abused by governments themselves, creating a 
vicious circle of insecurity.
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Speakers highlighted five critical issues in particular:

• 	National cybersecurity agencies are under-resourced and lack clear 
mandates, with hundreds of unfilled positions. There is a need to build 
cybersecurity workforces by lowering rigid entry requirements and providing 
certification-based pathways, rather than insisting on lengthy academic degrees.

• 	Laws are often copied from EU directives without credible enforcement 
mechanisms. Penalties for breaches are minimal, rendering regulation ineffective. 
Implementation must focus on transparency, inclusiveness, and accountability 
rather than box-ticking.

• 	Many governments do not yet classify disinformation campaigns as 
cyberattacks, despite their clear impact on security and democracy. 
Governments should develop national strategies against malign foreign 	
interference, pooling scarce resources to strengthen resilience.

• 	Citizens, civil servants, and even policymakers often lack the skills to 
understand or counter digital threats. Generational divides add complexity, with 
older populations especially vulnerable to manipulation. It is important to integrate 
media and digital literacy into lifelong learning, treating it as a basic 21st-century 
competency rather than a side project.

• 	Governments frequently invoke national security to justify opaque 
procurement of surveillance tools, which are then redirected against domestic 
critics rather than external threats. Safeguards are required, including through 
the adoption and implementation of EU-aligned legislation such as the Digital 
Services Act, European Media Freedom Act, AI Act, and NIS2 Directive.



10  •  Conference Report

Spotlight: Media
The media spotlight focused on the role of independent journalism as a cornerstone 
of democracy and as a cross-cutting issue affecting every other theme of the Forum. 
Although media did not have its own working group to draft formal recommendations, 
the discussion emphasised that without credible, sustainable, and safe media, progress 
in governance, reconciliation, or security cannot be achieved.

Speakers stressed that media sustainability must be understood holistically. It is not 
only about financial stability, but also job security, physical safety, psychological 
support, and institutional backing. Without this, independent journalism risks collapse, 
and with it accountability in the region.

Although several alternative funding models have been tested in the region – for 
instance community-based support, partnerships with civil society organisations, and 
diversification of services – these models cannot replace the need for institutional and 
core donor support, especially as the market is too small and fragmented to sustain 
critical journalism alone.

A pressing concern raised during the session was media capture through ownership 
structures. In several countries, large independent broadcasters face pressure from 
political and business actors, raising fears of closure or takeover. This points to a 
deeper structural problem: the flow of advertising and public funds is often captured 
by political parties or business elites, leaving critical outlets financially starved.

Speakers argued for the creation of independent media funds not controlled by 
governments to channel resources into public-interest journalism. Without systemic 
support, they warned, the region risks losing the few independent voices that remain.

A strong intervention highlighted the specific challenges faced by women journalists, 
who make up half of the profession but face disproportionate risks. They experience 
more online and offline harassment particularly when reporting on corruption or 
organised crime. They are also underrepresented in leadership roles, paid less, and 
expected to work longer hours. Regional initiatives, such as networks of women 
journalists, were mentioned as crucial steps forward. However, speakers insisted that 
gender issues should not be left solely to women’s organisations but integrated into 
broader media reforms.

The debate recognised that the crisis of journalism is global, not only regional. Even well-
established public broadcasters elsewhere are facing political pressure and declining 
trust. This underlined the need for solidarity and collaboration across borders.

Participants also questioned why media remains only a spotlight theme within the 
Berlin Process, suggesting it deserves recognition as a standalone side event, given its 
fundamental role in democratic resilience.
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Speakers highlighted four critical issues in particular:

• 	The safety of journalists is the foundation of media freedom. Physical attacks, 
unresolved cases, and rising online harassment – particularly affecting women 
– have created a climate of fear. Many journalists work without institutional or 
newsroom support, leaving them isolated and vulnerable.

• 	Sustainability requires a holistic approach: financial, psychological, and 
institutional support. In some countries, two-thirds of journalists earn below the 
national average, with insecure contracts and little to no psychological or legal 
support. Donor withdrawal has left many independent outlets struggling. Quality 
investigative journalism is particularly underfunded, as it is costly and does not 
attract mass audiences or advertisers.

• 	Ownership and funding transparency are essential to resist capture. Media 
capture by political and business interests restricts editorial independence. 

• 	The media landscape is increasingly driven by cheap, fast content – 
infotainment dominance. This pushes aside serious reporting and leaves the 
public more vulnerable to manipulation.
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Reconciliation and Dealing with the Past
The debate made clear that reconciliation is not an isolated theme but a precondition 
for stability, democracy, and regional cooperation. Without addressing the past, other 
initiatives – economic, political, or social – risk being derailed by underlying tensions. 
Reconciliation is not about staying trapped in the past but about building a future in 
which peace is long-lasting and non-recurrence is guaranteed. Truth is not simply a 
moral imperative but a structural necessity: denial, distortion, or selective memory 
continue to fuel mistrust.

Discussion emphasised that war crimes prosecutions remain essential. Speakers urged 
the creation of specialised war crimes units, regional cooperation in investigations 
and trials (including with Croatia), comprehensive witness protection, and the use of 
conditionality. Speakers noted that where prosecutions lag, civil society and independent 
media often serve as the torchbearers for victims, yet face smear campaigns, threats, 
and shrinking space, highlighting the need for stronger protections.

The role of education emerged as a second pillar of reconciliation. Speakers rejected the 
idea of a single narrative history, arguing instead for pluralistic approaches. Initiatives 
using art, multimedia, and photography were described as particularly effective in 
reaching youth, who often have little direct memory of war but inherit its traumas. 
Segregated schools were cited as barriers to mutual understanding. Participants called 
for curricula and practices that emphasise empathy and the recognition of all victims.

Reconciliation was framed not only as a legal or institutional process but an everyday 
practice. Citizens’ engagement matters. Political extremism often undermines efforts, 
forcing civil society to construct alternative spaces for cooperation. Language 
was highlighted as both a tool and a barrier: while English is a common medium, 
investments in multilingual initiatives were seen as essential to enable understanding.

The debate underscored the importance of including vulnerable groups whose stories 
are often overshadowed by majority ethnic narratives. Recognising this is a way to 
broaden empathy and dismantle the competition of victimhood.

The concept of transgenerational trauma was given special attention. This manifests 
itself in prejudice, radicalisation, and discriminatory attitudes toward neighbours 
in younger generations. Without addressing trauma through institutional support, 
societies risk passing conflict legacies indefinitely into the future.

Speakers stressed the need for both regional and bilateral platforms to tackle specific 
disputes. While regional mechanisms are valuable, many issues remain country-to-
country and require targeted approaches. Positive examples, such as the Regional 
Youth Cooperation Office, were cited as proof that resilient institutions can operate 
even in difficult political contexts. Calls were made for new mechanisms on justice, 
education, and memorialisation.
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Speakers highlighted five critical issues in particular:

• 	Truth-telling is indispensable for reconciliation. It is not simply a moral 
imperative but a structural necessity. War crimes prosecutions must accelerate, 
with regional cooperation and witness protection. Use of international conditionality, 
especially in EU accession processes, should push harder for accountability.

• 	Education reform is critical to shape new generations with empathy and 
recognition. Pluralistic approaches that combine personal survivor stories with 
verified facts from judicial archives are required. 

• 	Everyday reconciliation requires changing language, engaging citizens, and 
supporting youth work. Citizens’ engagement matters, whether through youth 
exchanges, arts, or community initiatives. 

• 	Vulnerable groups and trauma must be recognised to break cycles of 
prejudice. This includes survivors of wartime sexual violence, Roma, and other 
marginalised communities. 

• 	Civil society and media are vital watchdogs and must be protected. Often 
civil society is left to construct alternative spaces of cooperation and serve as the 
torchbearers for victims, keeping cases alive in the public domain.
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Spotlight: Migration
This session underscored that migration is an intersectional issue that cuts across 
governance, reconciliation, economy, and society. Migration involves multiple drivers, 
experiences, and consequences that shape societies in complex ways.

The Western Balkans simultaneously functions as a region of origin, transit, and 
destination. This creates three overlapping contexts in which human rights must be 
protected: for those leaving, those passing through, and those settling.

Speakers highlighted youth migration as one of the most urgent concerns. Surveys 
show that large proportions of young people express a desire to emigrate often for 
opportunities abroad. While many ultimately return, the risk of permanent brain drain 
is high. Internal migration also drew attention: rural-to-urban movements deplete small 
communities and concentrate opportunities in capital cities, reinforcing inequality.

The session underscored that women migrants often face specific risks, including 
trafficking, sexual exploitation, and lack of access to services. Women fleeing abuse 
are often treated as offenders rather than as victims. Mechanisms such as cross-
border cooperation, local referral systems, and community-of-practice networks are 
vital for ensuring protection. Employment and financial independence were presented 
as tools of prevention, dignity, and sustainable recovery for women. Migration policies 
need to account for how women’s remittances and investments differ from men’s.

Diaspora contributes more in remittances than foreign direct investment in some 
countries. Yet, diaspora is too often engaged only when financial transfers are needed, 
rather than as partners in knowledge transfer, innovation, or policy reform. Migration 
should be seen as circular, where mobility brings back skills and networks.

The Common Regional Market (CRM) was highlighted as a tool to reshape migration 
dynamics. By integrating labour markets, recognising qualifications, and enabling 
regional mobility, the CRM could reduce pressure for permanent emigration while 
creating opportunities within the region. A larger integrated market could also attract 
diaspora investment and normalise mobility as a two-way process.

Migration was described as a political act, as many people leave not only for jobs 
but because they are disillusioned with reforms, corruption, or lack of democratic 
accountability. This weakens domestic demand for change by removing reform-minded 
citizens. Migration is thus both a symptom and a driver of democratic stagnation.

The misuse of migration in political discourse was also criticised. Migrants are often 
scapegoated by nationalist narratives, instrumentalised in protests, or portrayed 
as threats to national identity. This rhetoric fuels xenophobia while obscuring the 
structural causes of migration. Participants warned that migrants are also being 
exploited for cheap labour, sometimes under conditions resembling trafficking.
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Speakers highlighted five critical issues in particular:

• 	Migration is intersectional, linked to governance, economy, and social justice. 
Migration should be treated not only as a challenge but as a strategic opportunity 
for shaping the region’s future.

• 	Migration policies must be informed by comprehensive and accurate data. 
Develop regional data platforms to monitor migration flows and inform policy.

• 	Treat diaspora as partners in development, not just sources of remittances. 
Diaspora and circular migration offer opportunities for development.

• 	Youth migration and brain drain remain pressing challenges. Expand 
opportunities at home by aligning education with labour market needs. Normalise 
circular migration through regional frameworks for mobility and skills recognition.

• 	 Integrate gender-sensitive approaches and survivor voices into migration policy. 
Gendered risks must be addressed with stronger protections and empowerment.
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DAY TWO
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Gender and Diversity
This session underscored that equality is not a side issue but an intersectional 
foundation for democratic resilience, trust in institutions, and EU convergence. 
Rather than treating it as an isolated topic, speakers argued it must be embedded 
across all reforms.

It was emphasised that gender and diversity are often reduced to tick-box exercises, 
acknowledged in strategies and donor reports but rarely implemented meaningfully. 
This shallow approach risks deepening distrust in institutions. Additionally, anti-gender 
narratives, fuelled by populist movements and disinformation, are on the rise across 
the region, weaponising difference to mobilise resentment. 

Speakers insisted that gender equality cannot be achieved in isolation. Progress depends 
on advances in governance, rule of law, reconciliation, and security: if governance 
reforms remain opaque and corrupt, Roma women will continue to be excluded; if 
reconciliation efforts ignore the most marginalised, their testimonies and peacebuilding 
contributions remain invisible; similarly, if security strategies fail to address hate speech 
and online harassment, women, LGBTQIA+ people, and minorities remain unprotected.

Personal experiences shared during the discussion highlighted that when women 
and minorities are represented in leadership roles, policies become more inclusive 
and trust grows. Yet systemic barriers persist, including harassment, exclusion from 
decision-making, and chronic underfunding of grassroots and feminist organisations.

The exclusion of Roma women is compounded by lack of disaggregated data, which 
erases their needs from policymaking and budgets. Without tools such as shadow 
reporting, they struggle to contest official narratives that claim progress while daily 
realities remain unchanged. The Roma experience is an example of how structural 
marginalisation intersects with governance, reconciliation, and digital divides.

Speakers stressed the importance of deconstructing the narrow understanding of 
gender equality as applying only to heterosexual women. True equality requires the 
inclusion of LGBTQIA+ communities and other marginalised identities. Without this, 
equality policies risk reproducing exclusion.

The spread of online hate speech was another major theme. Speakers criticised global 
platforms for neglecting some languages, leaving harmful content unmoderated and 
creating environments of harassment. Speakers argued that until algorithms and 
moderation teams integrate local linguistic and cultural contexts, marginalised groups 
will remain exposed. The problem is worsened by the withdrawal of fact-checkers and 
content moderators across the region.
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Speakers highlighted five critical issues in particular:

• 	Gender and diversity issues are not consistently mainstreamed across all 
reform agendas. It is important to establish a gender equality scorecard and 
watchdog mechanism to monitor progress across reforms to ensure accountability.

• 	Minority voices are not adequately represented in working groups and policy 
processes. It is important to ensure that the perspectives of Roma women, rural 
women, and LGBTQIA+ are consistently embedded in all aspects of reform and 
policy making.

• 	There is a lack of disaggregated data to inform inclusive policymaking. Ensure 
the collection and operationalisation of disaggregated data to increase the visibility 
of marginalised groups and inform policy.

• 	Feminist organisations and grassroots groups are chronically underfunded. 
Funding should move away from project-based grants to core and predictable 
funding streams, including innovation funds dedicated to feminist and minority-
led initiatives. Business sector engagement was suggested as an additional path, 
alongside international donors.

• 	Anti-gender online hate speech and disinformation is on the rise. Efforts should 
be made to strengthen the monitoring of online hate speech and disinformation by 
supporting community-led digital literacy and monitoring initiatives, building local 
capacity to detect and report hate speech, and lobbying for EU digital frameworks 
to explicitly cover candidate countries and their languages.



19  •  Conference Report

Spotlight: Youth
The youth spotlight highlighted that youth are too often excluded from meaningful 
participation, despite being described as the region’s greatest asset and the drivers of 
democratic transformation. Youth issues are cross-cutting and should not be relegated 
to a single thematic silo, since every policy area impacts young people.

Surveys across the region show that a majority of young people would leave if given 
the opportunity because they see few pathways for growth, stability, and dignity at 
home. Weak institutions, corruption, and the perception that success is only possible 
abroad reinforce this trend.

However, young people do want to stay if conditions allow. Many would prefer to 
stay and contribute to a better society, if provided credible opportunities for work, 
education, and participation. The challenge for policymakers is therefore not to 
convince young people to stay, but to make staying an inspiring and dignified choice.

Speakers pointed to education as the most powerful tool for empowering youth. But 
education must go beyond formal schooling. Investments are needed in non-formal 
education, digital inclusion, critical thinking, and problem-solving skills. 

Exposure to mobility and regional cooperation was also described as a transformative 
opportunity to foster regional solidarity. Youth exchanges help young people see that 
their peers across borders face similar challenges and share values and frustrations. 

Recent student protests have demonstrated that youth are not passive recipients of 
policy, but active agents capable of transforming society. Shifts in survey data confirm 
this change: while previous generations associated democracy with strong leaders, 
younger people increasingly reject this notion, instead demanding good governance, 
participatory democracy, and accountability.

Yet a major barrier is that only a handful of young people are represented in national 
parliaments, and local youth councils are often symbolic or controlled by political 
elites. The lack of inclusive and functional mechanisms leaves many young people 
feeling excluded rather than empowered.

Speakers also stressed the importance of including marginalised groups who face 
multiple barriers. For these groups, participation is not only about opportunities 
but also about safety. Without secure spaces to voice opinions and express identity, 
engagement becomes risky. 

Speakers highlighted the link between youth exclusion and vulnerability to 
disinformation and hate speech. Campaigns deliberately exploit divisions, amplifying 
mistrust in institutions and targeting youth identities. Media and digital literacy should 
be part of formal education curricula, combined with efforts to transform youth from 
passive consumers of information into active content creators. 
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Speakers highlighted four critical issues in particular:

• 	Youth voices are underrepresented and underfunded. Youth participation 
should be institutionalised through functional youth councils, quotas, participatory 
budgeting, and sustained funding for youth organisations.

• 	Lack of regional programmes create siloed youth populations. It is important to 
promote regional youth exchanges and mobility programs to strengthen solidarity 
and turn competition into collaboration.

• 	Marginalised groups face multiple barriers and safety concerns. Marginalised 
youth groups should be included in policymaking and afforded protection in their 
communities. 

• 	Youth must be equipped to create the jobs of tomorrow, particularly in fields 
shaped by emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence. Modern 
education curricula should be responsive to changes in job markets. Media and 
digital literacy programmes should be embedded into education systems.
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Common Regional Market and Growth
The discussion on the Common Regional Market (CRM) explored its potential to 
transform the economies of the Western Balkans into a single market of nearly 18m 
people. While it is estimated that a functional CRM could double the region’s economies 
within a decade, this is conditional on political will, implementation, and accountability.

By harmonising standards, removing barriers, and integrating markets, the region 
could position itself more attractively for foreign investment and nearshoring supply 
chains. This would strengthen intraregional trade and build linkages with the EU single 
market, making the region more competitive and resilient.

Speakers noted some positive examples of progress: the end of roaming charges, 
new mobility agreements, steps toward the recognition of diplomas and professional 
qualifications, and bank integration into the Single Euro Payments Area (SEPA). 
These developments illustrate that the CRM has the potential to move from abstract 
frameworks to concrete, everyday impact.

Despite achievements, implementation has been slow and uneven. Action plans 
are often vague, lack timeframes, and don’t assign responsibility. As such, reforms 
risk being seen as symbolic rather than practical. Businesses complain of non-tariff 
barriers, fragmented labour markets, and duplication of administrative requirements.

Lack of political will means that governments frequently delay ratification of 
agreements or introduce transitional periods that dilute commitments. Overlapping 
processes further strain limited administrative capacities. Without better coordination, 
these parallel tracks risk creating contradictions rather than convergence.

The session highlighted the gap between intent and implementation. Businesses, 
particularly SMEs, expect the CRM to deliver concrete improvements such as faster 
border crossings, harmonised certifications, and reduced costs for perishable goods. 
When reforms stall, companies are left to navigate duplicative and costly systems. 

The private sector and civil society should be seen as partners in accountability that 
can help identify bottlenecks, track progress, and translate complex agreements into 
understandable language. Public awareness remains low, with many unaware of their 
rights under mobility agreements or how to benefit from the recognition of diplomas. 
Bridging this gap is essential if the CRM is to deliver more than promises on paper.

The CRM’s real value lies in serving as a gateway to the EU single market. Better 
coordination between CRM commitments and EU accession chapters is needed to 
avoid a fragmented regional economy. The CRM should therefore be fully integrated 
into the EU’s Growth Plan for the Western Balkans, with clear conditionalities that 
reward implementation and penalise backsliding.
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Speakers highlighted four critical issues in particular:

• 	Lack of political will means that governments frequently delay ratification 
of agreements or introduce transitional periods that dilute commitments. 
Governments should institutionalise CRM commitments, harmonise policies, and 
remove barriers, particularly in trade and labour mobility.

• 	CRM action plans are often vague, lack timeframes, and don’t assign 
responsibility. Implementation should be tied to practical, measurable benchmarks, 
with clear allocation of responsibilities and timeframes.

• 	The CRM is not fully integrated into the EU’s Growth Plan for the Western 
Balkans. EU and donors should link support to democratic reforms and market 
progress, ensuring the CRM fosters accountability alongside growth.

• 	The private sector and civil society are not seen as partners in design, 
monitoring, and implementation. The private sector and civil society must be 
given formal roles in monitoring, contributing expertise, and helping translate 
reforms for the public.
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Environment, Energy and Decarbonisation
This session considered how to balance short-term energy security with long-term 
sustainability and social justice. The discussions underscored that environmental 
protection and decarbonisation are not optional, but essential conditions for health, 
democratic stability, and economic survival. The region is one of the most polluted 
in Europe, and many cities have air pollution levels far above EU and WHO standards, 
contributing to premature deaths. Climate disasters are more frequent and severe.

Energy poverty is a critical dimension of inequality, disproportionately affecting 
rural households, women-led households, and marginalised groups such as Roma 
communities. For many families, a large share of income goes toward basic energy costs, 
leaving them unable to access efficiency measures or renewable alternatives.

Seventy percent of electricity still comes from coal, entrenching environmental damage 
and health costs. Despite potential for solar and wind power, these remain underused, 
while hydropower is increasingly unreliable due to climate-driven water shortages.

Concerns were raised about new dependencies: pressures to invest in fossil gas, 
promotion of waste incineration as circular economy, and the extraction of critical raw 
materials which risks turning the region into a resource colony for external actors. This 
might lock the region into unsustainable paths and undermine accountability.

Environmental governance must be rooted in human rights obligations rather than 
voluntary political commitments. Decarbonisation is not a matter of goodwill but of 
states’ duties to protect the health and future of citizens. This framing shifts the debate 
from optional targets to enforceable standards. Public participation was described as 
critical, but only meaningful if inputs are integrated into laws and policies, and if access 
to justice is guaranteed for communities challenging harmful projects.

Regional cooperation is crucial. The Green Agenda for the Western Balkans (GAWB), 
the Sofia Declaration of 2020, and the regional electricity market offer frameworks 
for pooling resources, modernising grids, and integrating renewables. New tools such 
as the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) will make coal-based electricity 
exports prohibitively expensive, creating an economic push toward cleaner energy. 
However, tapping into renewable potential requires massive investment not only in 
generation but also in grids, storage, and workforce skills.

The principle of a just transition was emphasised repeatedly. Vulnerable groups must 
be supported with targeted subsidies, differentiated tariffs, and access to renewable 
energy. Energy transition should create opportunities for green jobs, especially for 
youth, and avoid patterns of exclusion. Local energy communities and citizen-led 
initiatives are vehicles for democratising the energy transition and building trust.

During the debate, speakers reaffirmed the published recommendations while adding 
key refinements reflecting urgent priorities. With the updated GAWB Action Plan due 
and no public consultation held, participants condemned the exclusion of civil society 
from decision-making.
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On the environment, governments were urged to fully transpose and implement 
the Birds, Habitats, and Water Framework Directives, including proper Article 
4(7) assessments. The EU and Member States were called on to ensure stronger 
accountability and enforce penalties for breaches, including by state-owned 
enterprises. Speakers also recommended earmarking EU funding for environmental 
civil society, just transition measures in coal regions, and distinct financing for 
biodiversity separate from climate funds.

In energy and decarbonisation, speakers firmly opposed new projects using gas, coal, 
primary forest biomass, or waste incineration as base fuels, arguing these so-called 
transition fuels entrench dependence on unsustainable energy sources.
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Speakers highlighted four critical issues in particular:

• 	The persistent problem of corruption and weak governance, with ministries 
of environment often merged into others where they receive little funding or 
influence. Governments should separate and strengthen capacity and enforcement 
power in environmental ministries.

• 	The implementation gap: many strategies and laws exist on paper but are not 
enforced. The EU and donors should condition financial aid on progress on the rule 
of law and transparency.

• 	Decision making is opaque. Often strategic investments are prioritised despite 
damaging environmental consequences. Governments should ensure that 
environmental impact assessments are made public and that and that decision-
making is fully transparent.

• 	Civil society is often excluded or included only symbolically in consultations. 
Consultations with civil society must be embedded in all stages of policymaking. At 
the same time, civil society must remain proactive in monitoring and challenging 
weak assessments and building partnerships.
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Spotlight: Operating Environment for Civil Society 
Organisations (CSOs)
Speakers observed that, despite years of restrictive laws, smear campaigns, and 
donor withdrawal, civil society remains active. Yet the space in which CSOs operate is 
increasingly constrained, precarious, and politically contested.

Civic space has been shrinking steadily across the region. Earlier debates often 
highlighted gaps between laws and implementation, but recent trends show that laws 
themselves are now becoming restrictive tools. Examples include draft or adopted 
foreign agent laws, re-criminalisation of defamation, and legal amendments that penalise 
protest. Administrative measures were also described as instruments of pressure.

Civil society actors face smear campaigns and hostile rhetoric from political leaders. 
They are often portrayed as foreign agents or obstacles to development, undermining 
public trust. Surveillance, raids, and direct threats reinforce this hostile climate. While 
the severity varies by country, the trajectory across the region is negative, with some 
governments crossing red lines in curtailing freedoms of assembly and association.

The debate highlighted a structural financial weakness. Donor withdrawal has left many 
CSOs dependent on a shrinking pool of external funds. Domestic funding mechanisms 
exist but are often politicised, captured by government-organised NGOs, or limited to 
fragmented, small-scale grants. Philanthropy is underdeveloped, and few long-term 
funding streams exist. This leaves many organisations operating in emergency mode, 
with staff burnout and instability threatening their future.

Despite some positive examples of reforms and cooperation mechanisms intended to 
support civil society, speakers argued that such cases remain exceptions rather than 
the rule, and do not reflect the broader reality of shrinking civic space. Despite this 
tension, speakers agreed that cooperation is indispensable. Both governments and 
CSOs must find ways to work together if reforms are to take root and if trust between 
institutions and citizens is to be rebuilt.

Despite pressures, CSOs continue to demonstrate resilience. Many rely on resource-
sharing, crowdfunding, or regional solidarity networks. Transparency, community 
engagement, and alignment with citizens’ daily concerns were identified as strategies 
to rebuild trust and legitimacy. Where communities feel ownership, they are more likely 
to defend civil society when it comes under attack.

Shrinking civic space is not confined to one country. Restrictive trends cross borders and 
threaten regional cooperation. International actors were urged to align their rhetoric with 
practice by ensuring meaningful inclusion of civil society in policy processes, while also 
enforcing consequences when governments cross red lines. Benchmarks for engaging 
CSOs should be embedded alongside economic and governance conditionalities.
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Speakers highlighted four critical issues in particular:

• 	Restrictive laws and administrative tools are increasingly used against CSOs. 
Governments should be held accountable for the shrinking space afforded to civil 
society and for harmful legislation and regulatory practice.

• 	Financial sustainability is fragile. Despite this, CSOs are encouraged to diversify 
their funding streams, and look to resource-sharing, crowdfunding, or regional 
solidarity networks.

• 	Resilience depends on transparency and citizen engagement. CSOs should 
ensure transparency, community engagement, and alignment with citizens’ daily 
concerns to build trust and community ownership.

• 	Cooperation with governments, though contested, is ultimately unavoidable. 
Governments and CSOs must find ways to work together if reforms are to take root 
and to rebuild trust between institutions and citizens.
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Overall Reflections
The Civil Society and Think Tank Forum 2025 highlighted both the depth of challenges 
facing the Western Balkans and the resilience of civic actors who continue to advocate 
for democratic, inclusive, and sustainable reforms. Across all sessions, participants 
stressed that civil society is not a peripheral actor but an indispensable partner in 
shaping the region’s European future.

Several overall reflections emerged:

1. 	 Good governance is the foundation. Without independent institutions, credible 
elections, and functioning oversight, progress in reconciliation, security, economic 
integration, or environmental protection cannot be sustained. Persistent 
governance shortcomings fuel corruption, erode trust, and drive emigration.

2. 	 Security and information integrity are democratic issues. Cyber-insecurity, 
disinformation, and media capture undermine public trust and the credibility of 
institutions. Safeguarding independent journalism, building digital literacy, and 
ensuring the safety of citizens are as vital as technical protections.

3. 	 Media freedom must be recognised as a separate thematic area within 
the Berlin Process. Without credible, safe, and sustainable media, progress in 
governance, reconciliation, and security cannot be achieved. Protecting media 
freedom requires a holistic approach, given its importance as a critical foundation 
of democratic resilience. Media should be elevated from a cross-cutting theme to 
a thematic area in its own right.

4. 	 Reconciliation requires truth, justice, and empathy. Denial and revisionism 
continue to obstruct healing, while education reforms and inclusive 
memorialisation remain pressing. Reconciliation is not about dwelling on the past 
but about ensuring non-recurrence and strengthening social cohesion.

5. 	 Migration is multidimensional. It must be understood as both a challenge and 
an opportunity. Circular migration, diaspora engagement, and labour mobility can 
strengthen the region, but only if policies are rights-based, inclusive, and linked to 
regional cooperation.

6. 	 Equality should be structural, not symbolic. Gender, diversity, and inclusion 
are not side themes but preconditions for democratic resilience. Symbolic 
gestures or tokenism are insufficient; meaningful participation and long-term 
support are essential.

7. 	 Youth are ready to lead. Young people are prepared to be co-creators of 
change, but exclusion, unemployment, and a lack of trust in institutions risk 
pushing many to emigrate. Empowerment requires dignified opportunities, 
genuine participation mechanisms, and regional mobility.

8. 	 Green transition cannot wait. Decarbonisation is unavoidable; delays will 
only raise social, health, and economic costs. A just transition founded in good 
governance principles should also protect vulnerable groups, democratise energy 
systems, and create green jobs for future generations.
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9. 	 The Common Regional Market is both economic and political. Its success 
depends on practical implementation: reducing barriers, harmonising standards, 
and involving businesses and civil society. It should be pursued as a stepping 
stone to EU membership, not as an alternative.

10.	 Civic space is under pressure but remains resilient. Despite restrictive laws, 
donor withdrawal, and smear campaigns, civil society continues to adapt and 
persevere. Transparency, solidarity, and renewed trust with citizens are key 
strategies, but long-term sustainability requires structural support and consistent 
international and domestic backing.

The Forum conveyed a sense of urgency and concern about the slow pace of reforms, 
the persistence of authoritarian tendencies, and the erosion of public trust. At the 
same time, they highlighted creativity, solidarity, and determination among civic actors. 
The overarching reflection is clear: the Western Balkans’ European future depends on 
embedding accountability, inclusivity, and sustainability into every reform – a task that 
requires cooperation between governments, institutions, and civil society.
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