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I Executive Summary  
 

The Regional Shadow report developed within IRIS NETWORKing – Civil society 

organisations (CSOs) for protection sensitive migration management project monitors progress 

of the countries involved in reaching standards in the areas covered by the European Union 

(EU) negotiation chapters 19 (Social Policy and Employment)  and 24 (Justice, Freedom and 

Security) and in particular related to protection sensitive migration and the role of the civil 

society. It gives overview of the situation regarding social policy and employment and 

migration and asylum policies but tries to identify and gather missing elements, already 

identified by national and international CSOs, regarding human or protection sensitive 

treatment of the migrants and refugees on the Western Balkan route. 

 

The major incentive for effort of the Western Balkan (WB) countries in reaching the EU acquis 

and particular standards in the areas has been the EU membership perspective, as well as 

migration crisis with and socio-economic situation characterized by lagging behind the much 

of Europe.  

With the membership perspective being diluted or at least on the long run, remains ‘only’ the 

need to resolve social and economic of its citizens and at the same time tackle migration flows 

and indeed – people, in line with high international standards. EU’s support and involvement 

remains crucial and not only financial support but clear and credible policies will determine 

the response of the WB countries as well. The EU already provides considerable support but 

IPA allocations for “social projects” in Western Balkans range from 5-10% of the overall 

amount while absorption by the recipient countries is making the final figure that reaches 

beneficiaries even smaller.  

 

In addition to already challenging socio-economic situation characterized by high 

unemployment, especially among youth, low overall activity rates, high emigration, aging, 

inequality and significant number of people at risk of poverty and social exclusion, to name 

few,  WB have been hit hard with the migrant crisis since 2015 when migrants transited the 

region in a pursuit for better and safer life in the EU. Through so called Balkan route passed 

more than 1 million and a quarter registered migrants. The actual number of people who 

transited or are transiting the WB is considered to be much higher. North Macedonia and Serbia 

‘accommodated’ the majority of migrants and refugees until the closure of the Balkan route. 

Currently the attention is on Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina that witness increase in 

the number of migrants placing pressure on local communities and overall capacities of the 

countries. 

 

According to IRIS national shadow reports, the most pressing regional issues regarding 

migration management and migrants’ access to services in the five countries refer to continuing 

trend of illegal crossings and illegal returns,  lack of capacities to manage migration and in 

some – low level of inter-institutional coordination, lack of capacities of local social service 

centres, poor implementation and enforcement of relevant legislation regarding asylum and 

protection especially access to social, health care and employment opportunities, language and 

cultural barrier; distrust, xenophobia and opposition from the local communities; lack of 

involvement of the civil society organizations in planning and implementing policies relevant 
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for protection sensitive protection. In addition, reception and accommodation capacities are 

insufficient in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro.  

 

The EU should allocate more funds for social projects in WB and introduce new measures and 

instruments including ESF (European Social fund) type measures. It should closely monitor 

progress and implementation of recommendations in areas covered by chapter 19. The EU 

should continue to support civil society as genuine partner in democratization, economic and 

social development, while also building their capacities as social service providers including 

services to migrants.  

 

At the regional level development of regional strategy for support to migrants should be 

considered and as some CSOs already proposed - establishment of independent border 

monitoring system that would include civil society organizations due to the practice of irregular 

returns and violent collective expulsions accompanied by violations of human rights.  

 

Western Balkan countries should secure full implementation and enforcement of existing laws 

and by-laws while strengthening administrative and human capacities all the way to local level. 

They should improve inter-institutional coordination and cooperation between line ministries 

in providing services to migrants. WB countries should increase efforts and measures to 

integrate persons who are granted international protection. In addition they should provide 

systematic and ongoing educational opportunities, including language courses, health support, 

including psychological, to the migrant population. At the same time they should immediately 

improve system of protection of unaccompanied or separated refugees and migrant children so 

they are fully included in child protection system. The countries must work together with civil 

society and media in combating xenophobia, discrimination and intolerance generally in the 

society and specifically towards migrants/refugees.     
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II Introduction with brief reflection on European integration process  
 

 

IRIS network is the only regional network in South East Europe that brings together CSOs 

social service providers. It connects over 200 member organizations that provide different 

types of social services to different vulnerable groups: people with disability, children and 

youth at risk, women victims of family violence, refugees, asylum seekers etc. IRIS was 

founded in 2012 with the support of EU’s regional Civil Society Facility. While the first phase 

of IRIS was led by Arbeiter-Samariter-Bund Deutschland (ASB), current phase of IRIS 

development is framed as ‘IRIS NETWORKing - CSOs for protection sensitive migration 

management’, led by Initiative for Development and Cooperation (IDC).   

 

Integration in the European Union (EU) is shared objective of the Western Balkan countries. 

All countries are in the Stabilization and Association Process (SAP) launched in 1999 and their 

aspiration have been confirmed at the EU – WB Thessaloniki summit in 2003. Since then, only 

Croatia joined the EU (in 2013) while others are candidate and potential candidate countries at 

different stages of the EU integration process.   

 

Table 1 State of play of EU integration process of the WB  

 
Country/ 

Process  

Status  Application 

for 

membership 

Beginning of 

the 

negotiations  

Status of negotiations  

 

Montenegro  

 

Candidate 

since 2010  2008 29.06.2012.  
32 chapters opened, 3 provisionally 

closed  

 

Serbia  

 

Candidate 

since 2012  2009 21.01.2014.  
17 out of 35 chapters are opened, 2 

provisionally closed1  

 

North 

Macedonia  

 

Candidate 

since 2005 
2004 / 

Since October 2009 EC 

recommended to open negotiation, 

lastly reiterated in 2018 and 2019 

reports  

 

Albania  

 

Candidate 

since 2014   

 

2009  / 
In 2018 EC recommended opening 

of negotiations, reiterated in 2019  

 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina  

 

 

 

 

Potential 

candidate  

2016 / 

The country is overall at an early 

stage regarding its level of 

preparedness to take on the 

obligations of EU membership and 

EC considers that negotiations for 

accession to the EU should be 

opened once the country has 

achieved the necessary degree of 

compliance and fulfill 14 sets of key 

priorities 2 

                                                 

1 Situation in October 2019  

2  Commission Opinion on Bosnia and Herzegovina’s application for membership of the European Union Brussels, 
29.5.2019 SWD(2019) 222 final, page 15 
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Kosovo3   

Potential 

candidate  / / 
SAA initialed in 2014, enters into 

force in 2016 

 

At the same the EU’s pledge to include WB countries, once the criteria are fulfilled, has been 

re-confirmed on number of occasions and lastly by the European Commission (EC) 

Communication from February 2018 in the so called Western Balkans Strategy. The document 

was supposed to provide boost to the enlargement process commending the region for the 

efforts made in overcoming difficult past and providing six flagship initiatives4 in order to 

streamline EU’s political, technical and financial support for the region. It confirmed 

individual, merit base approach in the accession process and stated that two frontrunners (i.e. 

Montenegro and Serbia) could potentially join the EU in 2025 if all the criteria, including 

tangible reforms in the rule of law and resolution of bilateral disputes, are fulfilled. However, 

it failed to provide tangible boost to the region’s EU aspirations having in mind the lagging of 

the reforms on the one hand5 and EU’s hesitation and incoherence when it comes to it’s own 

preparedness and interest to accept new members from the WB, on the other hand. 

This is best illustrated by postponements of the opening of the negotiations with North 

Macedonia and Albania in 2019 having in mind the significant progress of the first and 

sustained efforts of the latter and against the continuous recommendations from the EC.6  

 

The enlargement process is a dynamic one and EU’s approach towards the countries in the 

region has evolved based on previous enlargement experiences and existing socio-economic 

challenges. Since 2012 EC started basing it’s policy on the fundamentals first emphasizing the 

importance of the timely and substantial reforms in the rule of law, namely Chapters 23-

Judiciary and fundamental rights and 24-Justice, freedom and security. These issues are 

addressed early in the process and in case of serious backsliding can block the entire accession. 

Until 2015 two other fundamental pillars have been introduced: economic development and 

competitiveness and public administration reform. 

 

Regional cooperation is essential for all WB countries’ EU integration and the EU puts strong 

emphasis on resolving all bilateral issues prior to the accession. In addition, there is range of 

regional cooperation mechanisms including those in security, energy, migration, EI, 

                                                 
3 This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 and the ICJ Opinion on 

the Kosovo declaration of independence  

4 These include initiatives on: the rule of law, security and migration, socio-economic development, connectivity, digital 

agenda, reconciliation and good neighborly relations. https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/six-flagship-

initiatives-support-transformation-western-balkans_en.pdf  

5 Even state capture elements that are mentioned in the Strategy and also by number of civil society organisations from 

different WB countries that call for Priebe reports for all WB countries to measure state capture .. http://bezbednost.org/All-

publications/6965/All-Western-Balkan-countries-need-Priebe.shtml  State capture implies a state of widespread corruption 

and exploitation of public resources for private gains, while neutralizing control mechanisms, whether by legal or illegal 

means. This state spreads across sectors covered, to varying degrees, in separate negotiation chapters, as well as across 

political criteria that are more difficult to monitor and assess. 

6 The European Council conclusions from October 17-18, 2019 state it will revert to the issue in May 2020 in Zagreb 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41123/17-18-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf . The decision that might as well be “ 

historical mistake” https://www.ft.com/content/eda39e1e-f3eb-11e9-b018-3ef8794b17c6, one of the many qualifications, 

was made due to French veto for North Macedonia while some other countries joined this stand regarding Albania. Realistic 

but unconvincing reasons provided by Mr. Macron include priority in solving internal EU structure and policies and 

criticism of the current enlargement approach, while no alternative or proposal for improved approach was provided.  

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/six-flagship-initiatives-support-transformation-western-balkans_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/six-flagship-initiatives-support-transformation-western-balkans_en.pdf
http://bezbednost.org/All-publications/6965/All-Western-Balkan-countries-need-Priebe.shtml
http://bezbednost.org/All-publications/6965/All-Western-Balkan-countries-need-Priebe.shtml
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41123/17-18-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/eda39e1e-f3eb-11e9-b018-3ef8794b17c6
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employment etc.7 as well as Southeast Europe Cooperation process (SEECP) and Regional Co-

operation council (RCC) providing political and operational framework for the cooperation 

between WB.  

 

Important instrument for both EU integration and regional cooperation of the WB6 is so called 

Berlin Process launched in 2014 by German Chancellor Angela Merkel. Berlin process gathers 

Prime ministers and other high officials from the WB and their European counterparts as well 

as EU institutions representatives. Although agenda of the Berlin process is quite flexible 

which basically means that countries can influence the topics discussed, two issues came to 

dominate: Connectivity Agenda and Regional Economic Area. Many other issues are raised in 

this format but not many achieve ‘conclusion’ like youth cooperation in the WB (Regional 

Youth Cooperation Office, RYCO). Maybe the most important ongoing process is the one 

related to Regional Economic Area where Action plan was endorsed in Trieste in 2017. The 

process should enable unobstructed flow of goods, services, capital and highly skilled labour 

making the region more attractive for investment and trade and accelerating convergence with 

the EU. 8 The progress in this respect is rather slow while recent initiatives like “Balkan mini-

Schengen” initiated by Serbia and including North Macedonia and Albania for now, are seen 

as additional move in this direction which, some object, but must include all entities from the 

beginning or is further isolating the region from EU perspective. 9    

 

   

According to the project task, the Regional Shadow report monitors the impact and progress 

of policy developments in the accession countries as a consequence of the EU enlargement 

agenda, specifically in the areas covered by the chapters 19 Social policy and employment and 

24 Justice, freedom and security, and in particular related to protection sensitive migration 

and the role of the civil society. It is developed based on EC country reports, National shadow 

reports prepared by the IRIS CSO partners and on additional research and analysis. Since IRIS 

network does not cover Kosovo*, the regional report does not provide information from this 

entity. Both national and regional shadow reports are intended to provide additional 

information and insight into the situation as well as give impartial assessment of the available 

reports, analysis, strategies with special emphasis on the implementation. The purpose is to 

inform policy debate at national, regional and EU level and contribute to more sensitive and 

responsible, as well as inclusive and beneficiary - orientated policies in the targeted fields. This 

in turn, should result in faster and quality EU integration of our countries and societies.   

 

 

III Overview of the Situation in the Sector in the Western Balkan  

countries  
 

 

3.1. Content of the areas monitored  
 

                                                 

7 To name few: Energy community, CEFTA, Southeast European Defense Ministerial Process (SEDM), Network of 

Associations of Local Authorities of SEE (NALAS) and many others. 

8 https://www.rcc.int/priority_areas/39/multi-annual-action-plan-for-a-regional-economic-area-in-the-western-balkans--map 

9 https://www.euractiv.com/section/enlargement/news/three-countries-agree-mini-schengen-in-the-balkans/ 
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Chapter 19 Social policy and employment 

European social and employment policies are generally in the competence of the Member 

States while there is open method of coordination and support at the EU level. Still, the issues 

are relatively high on the European agenda and with the European Pillar of Social Rights from 

2017 could gain additional momentum. In respect to the enlargement process, the area of the 

chapter 19 represent potentially difficult negotiation chapter for the countries in the process of 

accession having in mind challenging socio-economic situation in these countries. 

The acquis in the social policy field includes minimum standards in areas such as labour law, 

equal treatment of women and men in employment and social security, as well as health and 

safety at work, non-discrimination. It also covers employment policy, labour market 

participation and employment rates, human capital development, ALMM (active labour market 

measures) and administrative capacities of the institutions involved. The European Social Fund 

(ESF) is the main financial tool through which the EU supports the implementation of its 

Employment Strategy and contributes to social inclusion efforts and in this respect 

administrative capacity to successfully manage, implement, monitor, audit and control ESF-

type measures are necessary. 

The social partners from the Member States participate via EU- level associations of social 

partners in social dialogue at the European level hence functioning of social dialogue is 

monitored.10 The accession process also entails tracking of the social inclusion and social 

protection measures and success.   

Chapter 24 Justice, freedom and security  

EU policies aim to maintain and further develop the Union as an area of freedom, security and 

justice. On issues such as border control, visas, external migration, asylum, police cooperation, 

the fight against organised crime and against terrorism, cooperation in the field of drugs, 

customs cooperation and judicial cooperation in criminal and civil matters, Member States 

need to be properly equipped to adequately implement the growing framework of common 

rules. This requires a strong and well-integrated administrative capacity within the law 

enforcement agencies and other relevant bodies, which must attain the necessary standards. For 

the focus of this report issues from chapter 24 like migration and irregular migration,  

employment of foreigners, readmission and returnees, asylum system, accommodation and 

administrative capacities are the most relevant. 11 

The focus of the national shadow reports and hence regional one, are on the overall 

employment and social policy, inclusion and protection as well as migration management 

and asylum with emphasis on the services and support that is available or often missing 

for refugees and migrants in the WB. It does not intend to provide answer to all issues 

covered by mentioned chapter, but focuses on the ones national civil society partners 

singled out.  

                                                 

10 Aspects other than employment and social policies relating to non-discrimination and equality between women and men, 

as well as freedom of assembly and association are covered by Chapter 23: Judiciary and fundamental rights.  

11 Serbia screening report for Chapter 24, p 2 
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3.2. EU progress assessments  
 

In 2013-14 Employment and Social Reform Programme (ESRP) was launched in order to 

monitor progress in employment and social policy in accession process. However this process 

was not implemented in all countries and there is no process around ESRP anymore.12 Still the 

mechanisms was established and practiced in Serbia, Montenegro and North Macedonia and 

could provide meaningful input for ERPs. In 2015 the EU launched new mechanisms for 

enhancing and monitoring reforms related to economic governance, employment and social 

policy in the WB and Turkey - Economic Reform Programmes (ERP) are submitted annually 

to the EC and it includes 3 - year macroeconomic projections, budgetary plans and measures 

to tackle growth and employment. Based on the programmes the Commission provides 

assessment and conclusions as well as country specific policy guidelines mirroring in this way 

the European Semester process applied for Member States. The conclusions are developed at 

joint annual economic policy dialogues. The latest from May 2019 notes similar challenges 

across the region regarding education, labour market and social policy. Most of the 

recommendations in this regard refer to the need to strengthen and increase employment 

activation measures, especially for youth, women, implementation of Vocational Education 

and Training programmes, measures to strengthen capacities of the Employment agencies and 

local social service provision as well as measures to tackle informal employment.    

 

WB Enlargement Communication also called Enlargement Strategy13 from 2018 defined 6 

flagship initiatives and among them reinforced social dimension of the EU integration under 

flagship Socio – economic development and Reinforcing engagement on security and 

migration. The first one envisaged for the first time annual EU-WB Ministerial Meetings in 

employment and social policy and the first meeting was held in Luxembourg in June 2019.14 

Latest Communication from the EC includes Annex with information about progress in specific 

flagship initiatives and states that the EU’s financial support to employment, education, social 

inclusion and health has been enhanced through a number of new bilateral assistance 

programmes, as well as a VET mobility scheme for vocational education and training for the 

region, concluding that IPA allocations in 2018 for  projects related to competitiveness, growth 

and education amounted to over EUR 260 million. 15 

Recent regional Social Dimension Initiative16 collected data about the overall EU support for 

social projects based on which analysis of allocations for social projects is made for this report. 

The conclusions deserve mentioning and further analysis.    

 

                                                 

12 Sunderic, Z., Analysis of EI Instruments for Welfare State Reform in the Western Balkans PPT, CSP, December 2018  

13 "A credible enlargement perspective for an enhanced EU engagement with the Western Balkans", February 2018  

14 https://www.romania2019.eu/2019/06/12/first-eu-western-balkans-ministerial-meeting-on-employment-and-social-affairs-

press-statement/  
15 EC Communication on EU Enlargement, May, 2019 COM(2019) 260,  ANNEX 3 - Implementation of the Western 

Balkans Strategy and the Sofia Priority Agenda: EU enhanced engagement  

16 More information about SDI launched by German ASB below in the text. Independent experts from 6 countries prepared 

Background position papers for SDI with data on major economic, social and EU related issues. The papers are still not 

published but the data collected was used for analysis in this paper. The authors of individual papers are Ivan Sekulovic for 

Serbia, Milica Petrusevska for North Macedonia, Aleksandra Gligorovic for Montenegro, Dardan Qadraku for Kosovo, 

Jelena Kupresanin for Bosnia and Herzegovina and Ada Shkurtaj for Albania. 

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/communication-credible-enlargement-perspective-western-balkans_en.pdf
https://www.romania2019.eu/2019/06/12/first-eu-western-balkans-ministerial-meeting-on-employment-and-social-affairs-press-statement/
https://www.romania2019.eu/2019/06/12/first-eu-western-balkans-ministerial-meeting-on-employment-and-social-affairs-press-statement/
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The EU is providing considerable financial assistance to the WB in order to meet the 

membership criteria through Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA). For the period 

2007-2013 IPA budget was € 11.5 billion while in the current budget framework 2014-2020 

IPA II  dedicated some € 11.7 billion. There is no comprehensive, publicly available, analysis 

of the allocated and paid amounts for different sectors and projects, but within Social 

Dimension Initiative (SDI) of the ASB and national CSO partners including IRIS members, an 

attempt to identify the scope of intervention in the “social projects”17 was made. The SDI 

national partners/experts gathered data about IPA allocations and spending for these projects 

and although this was not comprehensive for all the countries, further analysis of figures show 

that IPA allocations for social issues in the WB range from 5 – 10% of the overall IPA, on 

average. For example, according to these data, in Serbia in the period from 2007 – 2017 

140.72 million EUR was allocated for social inclusion, protection, employment etc. which 

constitutes 6. 37% of the overall amount for the period (2209 million EUR). Furthermore, 

only 101 million EUR was actually contracted and paid at the moment the data was gathered 

(in 2018) or just 5 % of the overall assistance.  

 

Similarly, for North Macedonia only 8% of the IPA 2010 – 2017 was allocated for social 

projects while half of the amount was paid (4%). The situation is similar in Albania and 

Montenegro which reveal little bit higher allocations 10 – 15% but there is no data about the 

actual absorption. Finally, around 11% in average is allocated for social projects in Kosovo 

from IPA 2007 – 2017, however there is no information about the absorption.   

 

 
 

 

As mentioned in the EC 2019 Enlargement Communication the refugee crisis and irregular 

migration remained key challenges for both the EU and the Western Balkans while the 

cooperation continued through the joint work along the Eastern Mediterranean/Western 

Balkans migratory routes. There is established mechanism of annual EU-Western Balkans 

Ministerial Forum on Justice and Home affairs.  

Smuggling of migrants and human trafficking remain of concern. Partner countries should take 

further steps to ensure full alignment with the EU visa policy. The Communication observes 

that there is 35% reduction in irregular arrivals on this route but more needs to be done to better 

equip countries to manage migration, including efforts to better manage borders and to reduce 

irregular migration.18  

The countries particularly affected in this period were Bosnia and Herzegovina which faced an 

influx of more than 20 000 migrants and refugees in 2018, and to lesser degree, Montenegro.  

The EU continues to support the region, building the partners’ capacity in the management of 

migration flows, establishing asylum procedures, return mechanisms and information 

                                                 

17 These refer mostly to socio-economic development; employment, social policies, education, promotion of gender equality, 

and human resources development 

18 EC Communication on Enlargement Policy 2019, COM (2019) 260, 29.5.2019. p 6 

IPA allocations for “social projects” in Western Balkans range from 5-15% while 

absorption by the recipient countries is making the final figure that reaches 

beneficiaries even smaller  



 10 

exchange19. This includes also agreements that would enable deployment and support of 

European Border and Coast Guard teams in the zones bordering the EU external border.  

The Communication concludes that more effort is needed to address unfounded asylum 

application from citizens of the WB in the EU. The number of asylum seekers from the region 

significantly dropped in the recent years. In 2018, EU countries (plus Norway and Switzerland) 

recorded some 634.700 applications for international protection and among top ten countries 

is only Albania constituting 3% of the overall number. However, the majority of visa-exempt 

applicants were citizens of the countries from Western Balkans and Latin America. 20 

Table 2 Registered migrants in Western Balkans (as of 30 September 2019) 

 

Country/year Total since 2015  2018  2019  

Serbia 702 962  8 827 10 207 

Albania  6 933 3 399 1 951 

North Macedonia  482 835 3 132 1 152 

Montenegro  11 619 4 645  
(increase from 

807 in 2017) 

5 859 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

46 935 23 848  
(increase from 

1 116 in 2017) 

21 971  

Kosovo  1 844  594  751  

Total  1 253 128  44 445 41 891 
 

Source: Based on data IOM and National authorities 

https://migration.iom.int/europe?type=migrants-presence  

 

In addition to already challenging socio-economic situation characterized by high 

unemployment, especially among youth, low overall activity rates, high emigration, aging, 

inequality and significant number of people at risk of poverty and social exclusion, to name 

few,  WB have bit hit hard with the migrant crisis since 2015 when migrants transited the region 

in a pursuit for better and safer life in the EU. Through so called Balkan route passed more 

than 1 million and a quarter registered migrants. The actual number of people who transited 

or are transiting the WB is considered to be much higher. For example UNHCR estimates 

number of irregular mixed migratory arrivals in North Macedonia only in 2019 to be 25,794 

arrivals or approximately 107 arrivals/day. 21 North Macedonia and Serbia ‘accommodated’ 

the majority of migrants and refugees until the closure of the Balkan Route. Currently the 

attention is on Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina that witness increase in the number 

of migrants placing pressure on local communities and overall capacities of the countries.   

 

 

Due to the restrictive policies of the EU neighboring countries many stay unintendedly longer 

in the transit countries and thus are in need of accommodation, health assistance and education, 

                                                 

19  Ibid, p 7 

20 https://easo.europa.eu/asylum-trends-overview-2018  
21 Up to August 2019. https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/71350.pdf  

 

https://migration.iom.int/europe?type=migrants-presence
https://easo.europa.eu/asylum-trends-overview-2018
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while huge majority face some kind of psychological vulnerability. According to UNHCR and 

Psychosocial Innovation Network’s (PIN, Iris member from Serbia) research on psychological 

vulnerability of migrants/refugees in Serbia 86,2% are psychologically vulnerable (56,4% of 

those highly vulnerable). Hence, the comprehensive support this group requires puts the WB 

states’ migration and social systems in particular challenge.22  

Specific issues of both chapters are tackled in individual country reports EU prepares annually 

and if evaluated d numerically for both level of preparation and level of progress, no 

significant progress compared to previous year was observed. Comprehensive social assistance 

reform that North Macedonia is implementing and measures like unified Guaranteed Minimum 

Allowance could reduce poverty and provide targeted social assistance to those in need, but 

the results are expected in the years to come. North Macedonia, Montenegro and Albania 

exhibited slightly better performance, the first one related to chapter 24 and latter to chapter 

19. However, considering the level of preparation Serbia and North Macedonia are ‘best 

prepared’ for chapter 19 among the WB6 but still earning only mark 3 – moderately 

prepared. While, North Macedonia and Montenegro are ‘best prepared’ for chapter 24, again 

on the scale from 1 to 5, moderately prepared (3).  

 

Table 3 WB progress in chapters 19 and 24 based on EC reports/opinion from May 201923 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                 

22 https://www.unhcr.org/see/wp-content/uploads/sites/57/2018/12/Psychological-wellbeing-of-refugees-in-Serbia.pdf 

23 For Bosnia and Herzegovina there is no standard evaluation of the progress compared to previous years-reports as 

thorough assessment of all chapters is provided in the EC Opinion on the application for membership.  

0 0.5 1 1.5 2 2.5 3 3.5

Albania

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Montenegro

North Macedonia

Serbia

Social Policy and Employment

Level of progress Level of preparation

https://www.unhcr.org/see/wp-content/uploads/sites/57/2018/12/Psychological-wellbeing-of-refugees-in-Serbia.pdf
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Level of preparation  

Early stage 1, Some level of preparation 2, Moderately prepared 3, Good level of preparation 4, Advanced stage of preparation 5  

Level of progress  

Backsliding 1, No progress 2, Some progress 3, Good progress 4, Very good progress 5 
 

 

IV Main Issues Identified in National Shadow Reports  
 

 

According to IRIS national shadow reports briefly presented below, regionally shared most 

pressing issues regarding migration management and migrants’ access to services in the five 

countries refer to continuing trend of illegal crossings and illegal returns,  lack of capacities to 

manage migration and in some – low level of inter-institutional coordination, lack of capacities 

of local social service centres, poor implementation and enforcement od relevant legislation 

regarding asylum and protection especially access to social, health care and employment 

opportunities, language and cultural barrier; distrust, xenophobia and opposition from the local 

communities; lack of involvement of the civil society organizations in planning and 

implementing policies relevant for protection sensitive protection. In addition, reception and 

accommodation capacities are insufficient and inadequate in Bosnia and Herzegovina and 

Montenegro.  

 

 

 

 

Albania24 still has issues to tackle poverty, to provide systematic and integrated social services 

for vulnerable groups, to fight child labour as well as child violence, to create functional 

schemes of offering standardized social services for children without parental care out of 

residential care, family empowerment, still has difficulties to link labour market with skills 

leading to a high rate of unemployment among young people.  

 

                                                 

24 National Country Shadow Report for Chapter 19 and 24, Albania, Ada Shkurtaj, Initiative for Social Change ARSIS, July 

2019  
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The internal share of expenditure on social protection as % of GDP25 has very little increased 

from 8.21% in 2009 to 9.28% in 2017, by 1.07%. Obviously, the social sector needs investment 

In order to give more autonomy to the Local Government Units, an additional budget is 

transferred to the LGU-s (6% of the total social protection funds for economic aid) in order to 

cover poor households who are not benefiting by the unified scoring formula. The benefiting 

criteria are developed by the LGU-s themselves. The disability assessment system is in the 

reforming process, based on the international standards, shifting from the medical assessment 

model to a bio- psycho-social model.  Currently there are shortcomings in covering all the 

needs for group services vulnerable at the national level. Specialized social care services 

are provided by non-profitable organizations financed on a voluntary basis or by partners. 

Services can be found mainly in areas of large urban areas (90% are in urban areas) and 

75% focus on western areas and central to the country. 

 

Of important concern is the high levels of physical and psychological violence against 

children, including in educational settings and at home. Child protection services and 

education professionals still lack capacities to identify violence and to adequately respond to 

it. While there is a growing public awareness in Albania of the negative impact of violence on 

child development and wellbeing, violence against children remains an issue of serious 

concern. Around 700 children live in residential care institutions, some of them for very long 

periods of time without clear prospects for leaving the institution before they become adults. 

 

 

On the other hand, despite the considerable progress in aligning the legal framework in the area 

of migration, Albania needs to improve reintegration schemes for the returned families and 

individuals as well as address the issue of unaccompanied minors. 

The responsible Albanian institutions, under the direction of the Ministry of Interior, have 

drafted a new National Strategy on Migration Governance and its Action Plan for Albania, 

which focuses on four strategic priorities, guaranteeing strategic migration governance in 

Albania; ensuring safe and secure migration from, through, and towards Albania; develop 

effective policies for labour migration by increasing the positive impact of migration on 

national / local socio-economic development; promoting and protecting the rights of migrants 

and their integration26.  The National Strategy for Migration Governance and its Action Plan 

2019 – 2022 is expected to be approved within 2019. Currently it is available for public 

consultation. 

 

The main gap identified is in the law “On foreigners” which lacks the provision within the 

Directive 2011/98/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 December 2011 

“On a single application procedure for a single permit for third-country nationals to reside and 

work in the territory of a Member State and on a common set of rights for third-country workers 

legally residing in a Member State”.In the table of legal acts envisaged in the National Plan for 

European Integration 2019 – 2021, a new Law “On foreigners” is planned to be adopted by the 

end of 2020 and requires substantial changes. 

 

The border management agencies do not always have the necessary experience, capacity and 

tools to adequately perform their duties. Expertise needs to be strengthened particularly as 

regards the determination of the identity of persons arriving in the territories, identification of 

                                                 
25 Albanian Ministry of Finance and Economy official data 
26  Several consultative meetings were held with civil society, the academy, business associations, development partners, 

representatives of EU member states, UN agencies, international organizations, etc. 
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their specific needs and timely differentiation between various groups on the move (such as 

refugees, unaccompanied and separated children, women and girls at risk, trafficked persons, 

etc.). Mechanisms for referral of different groups to competent authorities for appropriate and 

timely follow-up often do not exist and/or are not fully operational. Further measures, such as 

human rights training of law enforcement officials, could enhance the effective protection of 

the human rights of all migrants, regardless of their status. The existing systems constitute a 

solid basis on which responses can be built also at the regional level.  

 

On border management, Albania should continue risk analysis training at all levels and ensure 

sufficient training for border police, in particular by including protection-sensitive migration 

management27 in the curriculum of the Police Academy. In particular, border officers should 

be sensible to the needs of vulnerable groups such as children, disabled persons, elderly people, 

victims of trafficking or pregnant women. The border police’s investigative powers need to be 

strengthened, in particular for the detection of people smuggling and trafficking cases. 

 

 

Bosnia and Herzegovina28  

Both social situation and migration management revealed all the generic problems country 

faces, namely complex political structure of the country, lack of coordination, proper 

institutional framework, legislation and workforce. Social policy and employment is an area 

that is at an early stage of preparedness in terms of taking up obligations that are asking from 

membership to the European Union. The protection and involvement of vulnerable groups are 

still not at an appropriate level, especially in relation to persons with disabilities, children, 

LGBT people, Roma, detainees, migrants and asylum seekers. Bosnia and Herzegovina still 

does not sufficiently meet criteria related to the stability of institutions that guarantee 

democracy, the rule of law, human rights and the respect and protection of minorities. 

 

Like in all WB 6 Roma and people with disabilities are the most vulnerable and disadvantaged 

groups. Their unemployment rate, at 56%, is among the highest in the Western Balkan region 

and twice as high as that of non-Roma living nearby.  

Bosnia and Herzegovina hosts around 100 000 refugees and internally displaced persons 

following the conflict in the 1990s, of which 8 547 live in collective centres and alternative 

accommodation. 

 

Bosnia and Herzegovina also must provide humanitarian protection (shelter, food and medical 

assistance) and effective access to the asylum procedure to the migrants and asylum-seekers 

present in the country since 2018. However, in order to manage their asylum and migration 

system more efficiently, authorities in BiH should maximize available resources through 

cooperation with the international community. An efficient asylum and migration system must 

include not only provision of dignified accommodation for all, but also access to the refugee 

status determination (RSD) procedure, prompt registration, accelerated decision making 

processes and the issuance of individual documents certifying individual status and ensuring 

access to rights. 29 

 

 

                                                 
27 Revised Indicative Strategy Paper for Albania 2014-2020 

28 National Shadow Report Chapters 19 and 24, Bosnia and Herzegovina, LIR Civil Society, July 2019 

29 Recommendations from Human Rights Network established by Group 484 and OSCE  
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When it comes to employment policy, there is no comprehensive strategy. Republika Srpska 

has a strategy for employment for the period 2016-2020, and the Action Plan for 2018. 

Although there is no employment strategy in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, several 

employment programs are currently being implemented. In order to ensure a credible and 

relevant reform of the employment policy, a holistic strategy is needed, as well as an effective 

institutional coordination of the implementation of the strategy and its monitoring. 

 

In accordance with the constitutional and legal framework, the two entities and the Brcko 

District are mainly responsible for social policy and employment. In the Federation of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, jurisdictions are divided between the federal and cantonal levels. 

Competencies at the state level are primarily achieved through internal coordination, based on 

constitutional responsibilities in terms of representing Bosnia and Herzegovina and assuming 

obligations at the international level. The ministries responsible for social policy and 

employment have been established at the entity and cantonal levels, as well as in the Brcko 

District. At the state level there is no special ministry for social policy and employment. 

 

Regarding migration, our national report states that Legislation in some areas, especially on 

foreigners and asylum, is largely aligned with the acquis. However, legislation is not 

harmonized throughout the country, and institutional co-ordination is weak. As a result, 

implementation is often unsatisfactory. 

The capacity to manage borders and migration is insufficient and coordination among 

institutions at different levels of government is poor. Implementation of asylum procedures 

is very poor. There are reports of violent collective expulsion of migrants and asylum 

seekers back to Bosnia and Herzegovina. Through the response to increased migration 

flows, significant institutional and coordination weaknesses have been shown. The 

mechanisms of operational coordination need to be significantly strengthened. Due to the 

very limited capacity of the immigration center (120 beds), with the support of the EU, 

temporary accommodation centers have been established, especially in the Una-Sana Canton 

(USC) and to a lesser extent in the Sarajevo Canton. 

 

Mechanisms for return to countries of origin require further improvements, especially with 

regard to the voluntary return of foreign nationals from Bosnia and Herzegovina. In this 

respect, the country has been encouraged on several occasions to conclude bilateral 

readmission agreements with the main countries of origin of irregular migrants. In the context 

of an increased migration flow, the implementation of readmission agreements with 

neighboring countries in relation to third-country nationals is hampered. 

 

The number of persons discovered during the irregular border crossing in 2018 was 23 977. 

This is a very significant increase from the 767 in 2017 and 218 in 2016. In 2019, 6 201 entries 

have been detected, which is twice as high as in the same period of 2018. Pakistan, Iran, and 

Syria are the three most commonly declared countries of origin of refugees and migrants since 

2018. According to the EU the number of migrants and refugees in BH in 2019 is 21000 people, 

most of which are trying to enter EU. 30  

 

A total of 7500 migrants are currently in the country out of which majority stays in USC and 

Sarajevo canton in immigration, transit and asylum centers. They are provided with 

sometimes inadequate/insufficient accommodation facilities that are not following proper 

standards, especially for UASC. Especially alarming is situation in improvised camp 

                                                 

30 https://ec.europa.eu/echo/where/europe/bosnia-and-herzegovina_en  

https://ec.europa.eu/echo/where/europe/bosnia-and-herzegovina_en
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Vučjak in Bihac which is after many appeals from the international community and 

public supposed to be closed and people relocated. 31 

 

In addition, due to the lack of accommodation capacities, nearly half of the migrants and 

refugees are living outside of the facilities. Approximately, 3,300 are accommodated in five 

EU-funded temporary reception centres. These often do not meet minimum requirements.  

Commission has announced an additional €2 million in humanitarian aid. This brings EU 

humanitarian aid in the country to €5.8 million since 2018.32Overall EU assistance for 

addressing immediate needs of refugees and migrants and to strengthen migration management  

in BH is over 36 million EUR since 2018.33 

  

In March 2019, the Council of Ministers decided to take responsibility for the reception 

facilities in the Una-Sana Canton. However, this decision was not implemented. Authorities 

need to identify urgently appropriate additional accommodation facilities as the winter is likely 

to create additional humanitarian crisis.  

 

Asylum policy falls within the exclusive competence of the state level. The Asylum Sector of 

the Ministry of Security of Bosnia and Herzegovina resolves first instance decisions. Inter-

agency cooperation should be further enhanced to ensure proper coordination and cooperation. 

Asylum legislation is generally in line with the EU acquis, in particular on improved reception 

standards and the rights of asylum seekers, such as the right to employment, secondary 

education, psychological and social assistance, family reunification and subsidiary protection. 

Further harmonization is needed, especially in terms of conversation techniques, access to 

rights and legal assistance. In 2018, the authorities registered 22,499 persons with the intention 

of applying for asylum, while only 1,567 persons selected or succeeded in applying for asylum. 

This can be compared with the 381 person who filed a request for international protection in 

2017. In 2018, 475 requests from 659 persons were resolved, with 2 requests of 4 persons being 

resolved so that they were granted subsidiary protection status, while 473 requests by 655 

persons were rejected as unfounded or interrupted as the applicants left or they tried to leave 

the country or did not appear at the conversation. The remaining 482 requests by 909 persons 

were still being processed at the end of 2018. Since 2014 there has been no recognition of 

refugee status. 

 

At the end of May 2019, 179 refugee and migrant children were regularly attending five 

primary schools with the support of UNICEF and Save the Children and in cooperation with 

the Ministry of Education. In Sarajevo, UNICEF in partnership with World Vision and SOS 

Children’s Villages supported the regular school attendance of 27 children. Refugee children 

in the Salakovac RRC are still excluded from school pending approval of the Cantonal 

Government. Classes were provided by teachers trained in the ‘HEART’ methodology by Save 

the Children while IOM provides transport to and from school. Cultural mediators are provided 

by NGOs. 

 

                                                 

31 https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/commissioner-calls-for-urgent-relocation-of-migrants-from-vucjak-in-bosnia-

and-herzegovina 

32 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/news_corner/news/bosnia-and-herzegovina-additional-€2-million-

humanitarian-aid-refugees-and-migrants_en October 24, 2019  

33 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2014-2019/avramopoulos/announcements/remarks-commissioner-

avramopoulos-ep-plenary-session-situation-migrants-bosnia-particular-bihac_en 

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/news_corner/news/bosnia-and-herzegovina-additional-€2-million-humanitarian-aid-refugees-and-migrants_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/news_corner/news/bosnia-and-herzegovina-additional-€2-million-humanitarian-aid-refugees-and-migrants_en
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More effort is needed to enable systematic approach and access to education and healthcare to 

migrants and refugees, including mental health and healthcare for migrant children.34 

 

Migrants face discrimination in different areas relevant for their everyday living from local 

people who feel threatened by the unknown and different and who have prejudice while at the 

same time exhibiting concerns about their security.  

 

 

Montenegro’s35 alignment with the EU acquis in the chapter 19 is fairly good, but the 

implementation and enforcement are facing difficulties. This concerns in particular labour 

rights and harmonization with all relevant regulations in the area of gender equality, health at 

work, social and child welfare, prohibition of discrimination etc.  

Systematic scrutiny and support in the implementation is missing.  

Besides low employment rate Montenegro is facing negative consequences of informal 

employment as well as difficulties in tackling employment of the most vulnerable (OSI, Roma, 

women). In this respect The Fund for the Professional Rehabilitation and Employment of 

Disabled Persons spends over 70% of the funds for unintended purposes. The outflow of the 

workforce - primarily younger and highly qualified to foreign markets - is happening at highly 

increasing rates 

 

Regarding social inclusion and protection, the importance of civil society organizations as 

service providers is recognized but they still mainly work on a project basis, which threatens 

the stability of service delivery. The ongoing standardization process has placed high demands 

on service providers in the civil sector, resulting in an extremely small number of licensed 

service providers. When it comes to deinstitutionalization, the system of protection of 

children without adequate parental care has been improved in recent years. The number of 

children in foster care has increased in the past few years. It is worrying that the form of care 

for persons with disabilities remains oriented towards residential institutions, with aspirations 

to improve and expand their capacities, without explicitly mentioning the deinstitutionalization 

process 

 

 

Situation regarding the Chapter 24 in the area of monitoring legal and illegal migration, 

including migration management, readmission agreement and asylum, poses a strong 

challenge for Montenegro. Institutional organization and legal alignment have been 

strengthened by the entry into force of a series of laws, by-laws and action plans. However, 

Montenegro has to make significant efforts in this area, especially regarding accommodation 

and access to services, because despite the legal obligations prescribed, the financial 

resources are insufficient. 

 

The large increase in illegal migration presents a significant pressure on administrative and 

reception capacities that still do not meet real needs. Since the beginning of 2018, the 

municipality of Pljevlja has been on the route of migrants and refugees from Asia, Africa and 

the Middle East to Western Europe, but there is no adequate response from local self-

government in case of a large influx of migrants, for which there are indications. Currently, 

in Montenegro, providing support to these persons is greatly impeded by the language barrier, 

                                                 

34 UNHCR Interagency operational update for May 2019 

35 National Shadow Report for Chapters 19 and 24, Montenegro, SOS Podgorica, July 2019  
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services are mainly of urgent medical and humanitarian character, there is lack of 

psychosocial support programs, and xenophobia of the local population in the places 

where migrants reside is recognized. 

 

The legal framework in the asylum system is largely in line with EU standards, but migration 

management capacity is still limited and an electronic database has not been created. The field 

of social and health care, education and employment of asylum seekers is a major 

challenge for the state of Montenegro. The Law on International and Temporary Protection 

of Foreigners provides employment opportunities for asylum seekers, but in practice there are 

a number of obstacles that make this opportunity unavailable. The law also provides for one-

time financial assistance, however, most of these requests are not realised due to the lengthy 

procedure and the fact that the largest number of asylum seekers leave Montenegro very 

quickly. There are not enough courses in Montenegrin language, recreational activities, 

psycho-social support and exchange with the local population. Cooperation with civil 

society organizations has not been sufficiently developed, which reduces the level of 

support in the integration and social inclusion of persons with approved protection. At 

the level of the competent authorities, there is a clear lack of sensitivity to the rules stipulated 

by the Istanbul Convention regarding residence status, gender based asylum applications and 

the ban on the expulsion or return of women who are victims of violence or at risk of violence. 

 

North Macedonia36 embarked on comprehensive employment and social reforms 

encompassing  preparation of a new Labor law, amending The Law on Minimum Wage, 

preparation of new Law on Labour Relations, which include rules on freedom of association, 

collective bargaining and strikes. Also Local Economic and Social Councils are expected to be 

developed during 2019. Major new Law on Social Protection (2019) has been enacted that 

points out in ensuring guaranteed minimum assistance for all unemployed. There have been 

efforts to focus policies more on people at risk of in-work poverty and migrants as well. 

The reforms include also the right to financial social benefits for  the recognized refugee or 

alien which can be exercised through the local Social Welfare Centers for a period of one or 

two years. After that period, the recognized refugees are equal to the Macedonian citizens in 

respect of all social protection rights. However, the Social Work Centres’ capacity is 

insufficient and the field level support to those in need of social services is insufficient. The 

service for accommodation for asylum seekers is guaranteed with the new law for social 

protection and besides the basic protection also, this law provides an access to education, 

acquisition of life skills, work training and professional rehabilitation, social, cultural and 

recreational activities, depending on the needs of the users of the services.  

The Law on Prevention and Protection against Discrimination was adopted in March 2019. The 

2018-2020 national action plan for gender equality, adopted by the government in 2018, is 

currently being implemented. 

As regards administrative capacity, the coordination between the relevant institutions tasked 

with enforcing the labor law, have not really improved.  Lack of capacity of the State Labor 

Inspectorate responsible for supervising the application of laws and other regulations in the 

field of labor relations, employment, occupational health and safety. 

 

In North Macedonia there are still uncertainties on the scope and structure of migration 

flows. The inconsistent registration of migrants apprehended in irregular movements 

prevents regular and adequate protection-sensitive profiling and the referral to national 

                                                 

36 National Country Shadow Report for North Macedonia, Chapters 19 and 24, Vera Dimitrievska and Zoran Drangovski, 

Open Gate La Strada, June 2019   
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protection mechanisms. The number of illegal crossings increased (16 895 attempts in 2018 

compared to 2 831 in 2017) mainly on the southern border with Greece (13 494). The number 

of migrants transiting the country is considered to be much higher than official figures. In 

the absence of an adequate system for the orderly management of irregular movements, in 

particular the possibility to effectively implement some readmission arrangements with 

neighboring countries, illegal returns also continued. Since January 2018, international 

organisations recorded 8 823 persons returned irregularly to Greece. 

People are being deported on daily basis on the border with Greece without any formal 

procedure based on readmission agreement. The declared crisis situation at the Northern and 

Southern border in 2015 is still active. The country has crisis situation for almost five years 

and there is need for assessment of the necessity of this situation.  

. 

In 2018, 299 applications for asylum were submitted, six individuals were awarded subsidiary 

protection, but none were granted refugee status. Recognition rate for refugees remains very 

low. It is crucial that during the asylum procedure, all the requests for recognition of the right 

of asylum are assessed properly and the authorities must take into account the relevant reports 

for the country of origin of the asylum seeker regarding his/her claim. New Law on Foreigners 

was adopted in June 2018 and entered in force in June 2019. Although there was one-year 

period before implementation, the bylaws are not yet adopted. The country needs to ensure that 

there is full implementation of the new provisions especially regarding the residence status of 

stateless persons as well as refugees with recognized status. Further clarification is needed for 

the provisions related with the return procedure of foreigners (with a focus on forced returns).  

 

Strategy for Integration of Refugees and Foreigners 2017-2027 is developed by the Ministry 

of Labor and Social Policy but still has not been adopted due to high public and media pressure 

that fosters stereotypes. The lack of strategy creates legal uncertainty in the integration process 

of refugees and migrants. The Draft strategy gives a review to the education of refugees. It 

focuses on the continuous provision of education for refugees as the first condition for 

successful integration and declares that education and language learning will be top priorities. 

According to that is expected as a responsibility of the Ministry of Education and Science to 

prepare curriculums for learning Macedonian language, as well as to certify the program for 

different levels of language skills. There are a limited number of adjusted mentorship 

activities, a deficiency of appropriate trainings for teachers and a deficiency of trained 

staff, in general, for preparing refugee children to be included in the educational process, 

as well as deficiency of mechanisms for promoting high education through scholarships 

or student loans. 
 

New Law on International and temporary protection was adopted in May 2018 and is fully in 

line with the EC directives. The initial implementation phase showed lack of procedural 

guarantees in the new provisions for limitation of freedom of movement for asylum seekers. 

Both the Ministry of Interior as well as the Courts need to work on improvement of the 

standards for limitation of freedom of movement. 

 

Following the implementation of the National Strategy for Combating Trafficking in Human 

Beings and Illegal Migration (2017-2020), a dedicated Task Force was set up and is already 

showing positive results. The authorities need to add focus on the high number of detected 

unregistered foreign female workers in bars in the western part of the country.    
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Serbia37  

The benchmark for opening the chapter 19 for Serbia is to submit an Action Plan for the gradual 

transposition of the Acquis (where necessary) and for building the necessary capacities for the 

implementation and enforcement of the Acquis in all areas covered by the Chapter. An Action 

Plan is expected from early 2018 and the draft of the Action Plan has been presented in January 

2019 to the interested public through National Convention on the EU. After delays the AP was 

adopted in October 2019. It is expected to be adopted in the coming days after it was approved 

by the EC.  

Both Draft Action plan for the Chapter 19 (AP) and Country Report 2019 failed to address the 

quality of the assessment of the target groups (its structure). In terms of the structure of the 

target groups within the system of social protection, migrants, asylum seekers and those 

migrants that have granted asylum or international protection have not been identified as 

beneficiaries. The CSOs criticized heavily the draft AP due to the lack of systematic approach, 

lack of definition of the expected results and indicators in terms of positioning and defining 

concept of social inclusion. The most dramatic observation is the Lack of quality and 

availability of local social services. Low administrative capacities, financial resources 

combined with obsolete approach to social inclusion leave many underprivileged people 

without adequate or without any support.38 Only 4 out of the 31 LSGs have enacted a welfare 

improvement programme for 2018, although the Social Protection Law (Article 20) explicitly 

insists on its adoption. With the exception of local employment action plans, a significant 

number of LSGs, do not have any valid strategic and planning documents in the area of social 

inclusion, nor any system of monitoring and evaluation. Inter-municipal cooperation is very 

weak which results in insignificant number of services provided at regional level.  

Draft Law on Social Protection has been published, as well as the new Strategy on Social 

Protection, but both have been withdrawn from the procedure. CSOs have placed strong 

pressure on the government since the documents degrade overall system of the social welfare. 

Being highly restrictive towards recognised underprivileged groups, they also do not target 

migrant population adequately. The draft Law does not recognise preventative support services 

and so-called outreach services — reaching users — that can enable early identification of 

needs and problems.  

 

The number of migrants and refugees present in Serbia ranged between around 3,900 (in 

October 2018) and 4,500 (in January 2019). Currently, a total of 4,181 migrants and asylum 

seekers (489 of whom are Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children, UASC) are 

accommodated. There are a total of 16 centres in Serbia, five for asylum and 11 reception 

facilities, with a capacity of 6,000. The largest support to migrant management and facilitation 

is the European Union. According to Serbian Commissariat for Refugees and Migration 

(SCRM) data, the largest number of migrants is from Afghanistan, followed by those from 

Iran, then Pakistan, Iraq and Bangladesh. 99 percent of migrants currently residing in Serbia 

want to continue their journey to EU. In terms of time spent in Serbia, some families stay for 

several years, while some stay briefly and try to leave Serbia illegally. In 2018/19 341 migrants 

went to primary schools across the country, 34 were enrolled in pre-schools, and 71 migrants 

                                                 

37 Shadow Report on the Chapters 19 and 24 from the Migrant Perspective, Serbia, IDC, September 2019  

38 Analyses of the Institutional Capacities of Local-self-governments in the Area of Social Protection and Social Inclusion 

of Underprivileged Groups, (srb. Procena institucionalni kapaciteta jedinica lokalne samouprave u oblasti socijalne zaštite i 

ostvarivanju socijalne uključenosti ranjivih grupa), Swiss Pro, April 2019, https://www.swisspro.org.rs/uploads/files/139-

240-sp_procena_institucionalnih_kapaciteta_sr.pdf  

https://www.swisspro.org.rs/uploads/files/139-240-sp_procena_institucionalnih_kapaciteta_sr.pdf
https://www.swisspro.org.rs/uploads/files/139-240-sp_procena_institucionalnih_kapaciteta_sr.pdf
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were enrolled in secondary schools. The migrants attend 34 schools, which are located near 

centres and all migrant children have been vaccinated.   

 

Based on the provided data, most of migrant population is being left out from the social, 

educational and health system. Weak national economy combined with lack of political 

will are failing to connect migration management and social welfare systems and to 

introduce much needed social services for migrants which will help protect and integrate 

them into the local communities 

 

According to the statistical data and reports of international and civil society organisations 

present in the field, the percentage of irregular returns of third country nationals from the 

neighbouring countries (Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Romania and Hungary) to 

Serbia is still significantly high and often accompanied by physical abuse.  

In 2018, the number of people intercepted at the border was 3,648 and criminal charges were 

filed against 162 perpetrators of people smuggling. Some 67 individuals were convicted of 

illegal crossing of state borders and smuggling. Migrant smuggling networks remain active in 

and around migration centres. Ministry of Interior, the Republic Public Prosecutor's Office and 

the Commissariat for Refugees and Migration are engaged in combating smuggling. Measures 

in this regard are taken on an irregular basis, and long-term effects have not been observed, 

although facilitators of smuggling are regularly apprehended. Efforts to overcome deficiencies 

in this regard need to be stepped up. A multi-disciplinary task force on people smuggling, 

which was a model to other countries and had improved its capacity and cooperation with 

international partners, was dissolved in March 2019. 

With the adoption of the laws on state border control, on foreigners and on asylum and 

temporary protection in March 2018, Serbia improved its alignment in the area of migration 

management with the Acquis. The New Law on Foreigners has introduced provisions in 

relation to temporary stays on humanitarian grounds, which can contribute to better legal 

protection for migrants in irregular situations. Furthermore, the rights of migrants in 

proceedings before state authorities as well as their rights pending repatriation have been 

defined, and the return mechanisms improved. Secondary legislation was adopted. The 

rulebook on the procedures for issuing (temporary) ID cards for foreigners still needs to be 

adopted.  

National Strategy for Combating Irregular Migration was adopted in December 2018. It 

confirms that competent authorities recognised the importance of adopting a strategic 

document that would define policies and key directions to be taken in combating irregular 

migration, as one of the most challenging sub-systems within the migration management 

system. The work on drafting secondary legislation has continued. Additionally, it is necessary 

to strengthen implementation and enforcement of the new legal concepts envisaged in 

Law on Foreigners and the Law on Asylum and Temporary Protection, intended to 

regulate the stay of migrants and refugees in the territory of the Republic of Serbia. 

The new Law on asylum and temporary protection, adopted in March 2018 and in force since 

June, represents a significant improvement compared with previous asylum legislation. At the 

same time, harmonisation needs to continue in order to achieve an asylum system fully in line 

with EU standards. The new law introduces new deadlines which should contribute to 

improving the efficiency of the asylum process. However, it also introduced a short deadline 

for the filing of asylum applications; in order for this time limit to be complied with, additional 

coordinated efforts by all concerned institutions are needed to ensure that asylum seekers have 
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access to the procedure. Secondary legislation linked to the registration and asylum procedure 

was adopted. 

 

In 2018, the number of asylum seekers until the end of September remained in the same range 

as in 2017. In 2018, out of 8 380 individuals who expressed an intention to seek asylum (2017: 

6 195), 341 lodged an application (2017: 235). In 2018, 199 decisions were made for a total of 

272 individuals Some 10 individuals received refugee status, 14 received subsidiary protection 

and 25 received a negative decision. Some 45 individuals had their asylum request rejected 

(i.e., declared inadmissible). In 128 cases concerning 178 individuals, the procedure was 

discontinued because the applicant absconded. The Asylum Office capacity to handle cases 

and assess the merits of applications has improved, including the analysis of country of origin 

information, while further advanced training is needed. 

The number of unaccompanied minors, accommodated in asylum, reception and transit centres 

increased to 500 by the end of 2018. There are, however, only three centres dedicated to hosting 

unaccompanied minors with a capacity of 30 beds within the social welfare system. More 

suitable accommodation for unaccompanied children together with individualised care is 

needed.39 Programs for social integration, access to accommodation, language learning and 

access to the labour market are in place. In 2018, 15 individuals with asylum status received 

support for housing, and 25 individuals attended language classes. Eight individuals with 

asylum status attended a programme on Serbian culture, history and the constitution.   

In February 2019, the Government adopted a Regulation stipulating the method of providing 

support to persons who have been offered an opportunity to voluntarily return to their countries 

of origin — in accordance with the legislation governing asylum and temporary protection — 

as well as the area of entry, movement, stay and return of foreign nationals. The voluntary 

return program is implemented by the Commissariat for Refugees and Migration, with the 

possibility of participation of the International Organisation for Migration and other relevant 

international or non-governmental organisations. Through this assistance, 278 migrants were 

returned to their country of origin in 2018. The Ministry of Interior is in charge of forced return. 

In 2018, it returned 46 migrants to their country of origin. The return of the vast majority of 

migrants present in Serbia remains difficult, due to the lack of readmission agreements with 

the four main countries of origin i.e. Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq and Iran… 

Serbia has yet to become a party to the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights 

of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

39 Adoption of the Law on children rights  is announced for the next Parliament session in Autumn 2019. 
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IV Regional Perspectives  
 

 

Regional cooperation in the areas covered by chapter 19 and 24 has increased though more 

substantial cooperation would be beneficial for both local population and migrants/refugees.  

 

Many regional initiatives and efforts in the areas are supported and initiated by the EU. For 

example The "Employment and Social Affairs Platform" (ESAP) is a 3 million Euro project 

financed by the European Union and jointly implemented by RCC and ILO in the Western 

Balkan economies. It focuses on social dialogue, employment strategy and policy making, 

labour disputes and labour inspection 40 while ILO also introduced 6 project countries in the 

Central Eastern European Labour Legislation database (CEELex) legal database containing 

labour and industrial relations related legal texts as an important tool for decision makers, 

exchange of experience and learning.   

 

 

“Regional Support to Protection-Sensitive Migration Management in the Western Balkans and 

Turkey” is EU-funded multi-country programme, that supported the beneficiaries in the WB6 

and Turkey in developing a protection-sensitive response to mixed migration flows. It was 

implemented by Frontex (European Border and Coast Guard Agency), EASO (European 

Asylum Support Office), IOM (International Organization for Migration) and UNHCR (United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees), in the period 2016-2019. The aim was to  

complement national efforts in the area of migration management by providing expert support 

at regional and national level. The project will continue in the course of 2019-2021. 

 

 

Number of regional initiatives were launched at the regional level within the EU integration 

frame like Social Agenda 2020 Regional Working group, facilitated by RCC and enabling 

regional meetings and exchange on social development, labour mobility and labour market; 

Joint WG on Mutual Recognition of Professional Qualifications; Centre of Public Employment 

Service SEE (CPESSEC) aims to deepen and strengthen the relations among the public 

employment services for exchange of experiences in employment policy implementation; Joint 

Working Group on Mutual Recognition of Professional Qualifications (JWGMRPQ) aimed to 

facilitate labour mobility; SEE Health Network etc. EU and RCC also launched Roma 

Integration 2020 initiative in 2016 with a view to support and monitor tangible progress in 

education, employment, health, housing and civil documentation for Roma in the Western 

Balkans and Turkey.   

 

In the area concerning migration there is Migration Asylum Regional Refugee Centre MARRI 

that aims to strengthen regional cooperation and pursue coherent approaches to migration 

management in SEE within the overarching objective of achieving gradual harmonisation with 

the EU and international standards. 

 

                                                 

40 https://www.esap.online  

 

https://www.esap.online/
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Within EU Civil Society Facility’s multi country support to regional thematic networks number 

of regional Civil society initiatives in the area of social policy and migration were established 

and supported. Illustrative examples include WeB4YES – Western Balkan Civil Society 

Organisations for Youth Employment Support; Regional Platform Future of Welfare State 

issues is established by a group of think-tank organizations and social policy researches; 

Regional Youth Compact for Europe  that aims to empower CSOs, particularly YOUTH 

organizations in the Western Balkans and Turkey to more effectively participate in policy 

design and in monitoring the process of EU integration; Empowering CSOs in Combatting 

Discrimination and Furthering Women’s Labour Rights, IRIS protection sensitive migration 

management etc.   

 

V Recommendations 
 

The overall socio-economic framework, social and educational policies as well as public 

attitudes are quite relevant for the migrants/refugees transiting through so called WB route and 

level of support/protection they receive or do not receive. In addition, all WB countries need 

to increase efforts to establish rule of law and full respect of the fundamental rights.  

 

All this coupled with poor implementation of social policy and employment strategies, and 

migration related measures or lack thereof, together with weak institutional capacities and 

human resources especially at the local level is creating a scenery in which migration influx is 

happening.  

 

Following recommendations could be made:  

Social Dimension Initiative (SDI) is launched by the German humanitarian 

organisation ASB and is implemented by ASB Offices in Western Balkans with the 

support of strategic Civil society partners (LIR CD BiH, SOS Montenegro, Initiative 

for Social Change ARSIS Albania, Preda+ Kosovo*, La Strada North Macedonia, 

IDC Serbia) and regional IRIS Network. In the first phase ASB established 

cooperation with WB Ministries in charge of social welfare (signed MoUs) who 

also supported Declaration on improving social policy in the Western Balkans1 in 

2018 in Belgrade. Based on this, ASB and partners implemented Mentoring 

programme for 65 municipalities across the Western Balkans and together with 

them and local civil society developed regional portfolio of 195 social projects. The 

purpose of the SDI is to improve overall socio-economic conditions in the Western 

Balkans in the process of European integration. Specific objectives include: to 

provide support to the most vulnerable groups in the WB, to increase level of 

targeted intervention and thus visibility of the EU in the WB and thus increase 

support for European orientation and finally, to improve regional cooperation and 

cohesion placing people in need in the center of debate. 

 
https://asb-see.org/social-dimension-initiative-stepping-up-regional-cooperation-in-social-and-

employment-policies/  

 

 

 

http://csp.org.rs/en/regional-initiative/members-of-the-network/
https://asb-see.org/social-dimension-initiative-stepping-up-regional-cooperation-in-social-and-employment-policies/
https://asb-see.org/social-dimension-initiative-stepping-up-regional-cooperation-in-social-and-employment-policies/
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EU  

 In the light of pressing social problems and difficult situation many citizens of WB 

face, the EU financial support – already important and significant – can be considered 

small. At the same time, levels of absorption and actual spending by recipient countries 

is a cause of worry and administrative capacities urgently need to be sustainably built.  

 EU should allocate more funds for social projects while WB countries should pursue 

more vigorously institutional and administrative capacity building for IPA management  

 Introduce new measures and instruments related to social affairs in IPA III allocations 

for social projects including ESF type measures having in mind the matching structural 

deficiencies and needs in the WB as well as that the ESF type measures aim to reach41 

the biggest number of beneficiaries at the local level42 

 Closely monitor overall progress and implementation of recommendations in the areas 

covered by chapter 19 through existing functioning mechanisms like ERP  

 Continually supporting civil society in order to create a genuine partnership between 

authorities and civil society in the democratic stabilization and the economic and social 

development of the country. 

 Support civil society in WB as providers of social services and equal partners in 

design and implementation of social and migration measures and policies  

 Building capacities of CSOs in dealing with providing services to migrants 

throughout the region especially to the most vulnerable UASC 

 EU support to Western Balkans remains crucial. WB countries cannot respond to 

migration challenge alone and without international community. EU migration policy 

is heavily influencing the overall migration flows and management in the countries of 

the region which do not have readmission agreements with the main countries of 

origin i.e. Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq and Iran and do not have developed and 

efficient asylum systems.  
 

Western Balkans  

 

 The development of regional strategy for support to migrants should be considered. 

 Regarding widespread regional malpractice of irregular returns of migrants and 

violations of fundamental human rights it is important to consider the possibility of 

establishing an independent border monitoring system that would include civil society 

organisations 43  

Western Balkan countries  

                                                 

41 Bobic, M., Knezevic, I., Medjak, V., WB local communities in the process of EU integration,  Civil Society Forum of 

WB, EFB&EMinS, May 2019, p. 7 
42 Sekulovic, I. (2018), Evropski socijalni fond za zapadni Balkan, Center for democracy fund, Belgrade, Serbia  

 

43 Preugovor Alarm report on the progress of Serbia in Chapter 23 and 24, Belgrade Centre for Security Policy, September 

2019, Belgrade, p.70  
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 In all countries implementation and enforcement of existing laws and by-laws is 

serious challenge where administrative and human capacities in the migration 

management chain should be strengthened  

 Improve inter-institutional cooperation between ministries of interior, social affairs, 

education and health in providing services to migrant population  

 Better coordination of all services at the local level is needed including integrated 

services, preventative support services and so-called outreach services in order to assure 

early identification of persons in need and wholistic support to persons in need. 

 Increase efforts and measures to integrate persons who are granted asylum or 

international protection including more active support in employment process  

 Provide systematic and ongoing educational opportunities, including language course, 

health and psychological support to the migrant population  

 Concerning the most vulnerable among the migrants: Immediately improve system of 

protection of unaccompanied or separated refugee and migrant children so that they 

are fully included in the child protection system and taking care of the children 

wellbeing every step of the way from accommodation onwards; and Support and 

ensure the establishment of a tailor based services for gender based violence survivors 

among migrant women and girls   

 In cooperation with civil society and media, work against xenophobia and intolerance 

and towards increasing understanding of the human suffering of migrants by the local 

population  

 Carry out activities in the field of combating discrimination and xenophobia in order to 

prevent possible conflicts, but also to improve social inclusion, integration and 

reintegration. 
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Annex  
 

 

While there are some promising trends in the WB6, the socio – economic situation is 

considerably worse than that in EU-28. Almost 150 000 new jobs were created from June 2018 

– June 2019, especially in North Macedonia, but only 44 percent of the working age population 

is actually engaged in work.44  

Unemployment remains high (ranging from 10.3% in Serbia to 29.5% in Kosovo45) while there 

is also skepticism regarding record low figures in some countries (for example in Serbia – 

10.3% in 2019) with respect to the methodology applied and owing to the fact that decrease is 

mainly due to the overall shrinking of the labour force which is retiring and/or emigrating.46  

 

UNEMPLOYMENT IN WB (15 – 64y) in %  

Country/year Albania  Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

Montenegro  North 

Macedonia                            

Serbia  Kosovo  

2018 12.8 18.4 15.5 20.7 13.4 29.5 

Source: SDI position papers, WB, ILO  

 

Youth unemployment in Western Balkan 6 is pressing, with youth unemployment rates that 

are among the highest in the world. They vary from 28.3% in Albania, to 55.4% in Kosovo*.47 

This trend is even more worrying if we have in mind that the young people are the most 

numerous among those emigrating from the Western Balkans, and these figures are equally 

disturbing. 48 

 

YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT IN WESTERN BALKANS (15 – 24y) in %  

Country/year Albania  Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

Montenegro  North 

Macedonia                            

Serbia  Kosovo  

2018 28.3 38.8 29.7 45.4 38.8 55.4 

Source: Enabling environment for youth entrepreneurship in the WB, BOS, 2019.  

 

 

                                                 
44 Raising uncertainties, Western Balkans regular economic report, No 16, Fall 2019, World Bank   

45 WB, ILO data for 2018: Albania 12,8%, BH 18,4%, Monetenegro 15,5%, North Macedonia 20,7% Serbia 13,4% and 

Kosovo 29,5%.  

46 Center for Democracy Foundation for Radio Free Europe https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ys6iIh9yh2k  

47 Albania 28.3, Bosnia and Herzegovina 38.8, Montenegro 29.7, North Macedonia 45.4, Serbia 38.8, Kosovo 55.4 

according to Enabling environment for youth entrepreneurship in the WB, BOS, 2019.     

48 The latest Eurostat figures say around 230,000 people left the region in the past year. The largest number emigrated from 

Albania — 62,000. This was followed by Bosnia and Herzegovina (53,500), Serbia (51,000), Kosovo (34,500), North 

Macedonia (24,300) and Montenegro (3,000, Alida Vracic for Balkan Insight https://balkaninsight.com/2019/10/07/can-

europe-help-the-balkans-keep-its-young-emigrants/ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ys6iIh9yh2k
https://balkaninsight.com/2019/10/07/can-europe-help-the-balkans-keep-its-young-emigrants/
https://balkaninsight.com/2019/10/07/can-europe-help-the-balkans-keep-its-young-emigrants/
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 According to Gini coefficient indicator the inequality in the WB persists and is among the 

highest in Europe from 32.4 in North Macedonia to 37.8 in Serbia in 2017. For Albania, Bosnia 

and Herzegovina and Kosovo there are only estimates: for instance, for Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 41,4% in 201549, for Kosovo in 2010 – 39,5 and for Albania in 2012 – 38,1.50 

 

  Income inequality: GINI coefficient 2013-2017 

 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Albania  - - - - - 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina  
    41.4     

Montenegro  38,5 36,5 36,5 36,5 36,7 

North Macedonia  37 35.2 33.7 33.6 32.4 

Serbia  38 38.3 40 39.8 37.8 

 

The World Bank estimates that  although “114,000 people in Albania, Kosovo, Montenegro, 

North Macedonia, and Serbia were lifted out of poverty (living on under $5.5/day in 2011 PPP) 

from a year earlier, bringing the region’s average weighted poverty rate to an estimated of 

21.6 percent… poverty in the Western Balkans remains higher than Central and Eastern 

Europe or the European Union”. 51 

In dealing with these and migrant related issues, NGOs could and do play significant role. 

However, number of NGOs licensed as providers of social services in the Western Balkan 

countries where available is almost insignificant and disproportionally low compared to actual 

NGOs providing services to the vulnerable groups. For example in 2018 there was 24 licensed 

NGOs in in Serbia, 11 in Montenegro and 40-50 in Kosovo.  There is estimation that more then 

100 NGOs provide services to children in Albania but there is no official data. The scarcity of 

NGOs as licensed providers of social services is due to several reasons: complicated, difficult 

and expensive procedure, lack of capacities of the NGOs, early phase of the development of 

the system of private social services providers. 52 

Attitudes of the local population play crucial role in protection sensitive migration not only in 

WB. Albeit, these are often manipulated and abused by regional decision makers. According 

to RCC’s latest Balkan Barometer the situation in this respect is rather grim. Almost two thirds 

of respondents across the region (62%) perceive migration as a security risk to their economy. 

While this is not uniquely regional attitude it is surprise coming from the region that not so 

                                                 

49As estimated by income not consumption in: Mirna Jusic, Unequal Chances and Unjust Outcomes, Confronting 

Inequality in Southeast Europe, FES, Dialogue SEE, Sarajevo 2018   

50 Estimates of the Gini coefficient in Kosovo calculated on an equivalized disposable household income basis using income 

data from a nationally representative survey on remittances and estimates of income inequality in Albania, relying on 
equivalized household income data from the 2012 LSMS, Ibid, page 15-16 

51 Raising Uncertainties, op.cit., WBG, 2019 

52 All data are from SDI position papers 2019.  
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long ago experienced the horrors of war, sanction and expulsion. Might be that exactly recent 

tragic past is the cause and “is likely exacerbated by concerns over their impact on lingering 

conflicts or bilateral disputes, and widespread perception of radicalization and violent 

extremism as a prevalent internal security issue”.53 

Do you agree that migration increases security risks for the [ECONOMY]?  

(All respondents - N=6120, maximum three answers, share of total, %)  

 

 

What do you think about refugees from other parts of the world coming to live and work in 

your city? Is it good or bad for your economy? 

(All respondents – N=6120, multiple answers, %)  

 

 
Source: RCC Balkan Barometer 2019  

 

 

                                                 

53 Balkan Barometer 2019, RCC  


