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1. Introduction 

 Civil society organizations in Kosovo
”An empowered civil society is a crucial component of any democratic system and should be recognized 
and treated as such by public institutions. Civil society organizations (CSOs) in Kosovo continue to play 
an important role in the democratic debate and in the design and implementation of public policy. They 
play an active and critical role in promoting civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights and do so 
largely free from undue pressure by Kosovo authorities.“

European Commission Kosovo 2020* Report

The number of civil society organizations is in-
creasing every year but their presence continues 
to dominate in Pristina, Mitrovica and Prizren. By 
2018, 9,016 local and 530 foreign and international 
non-governmental organizations were registered 
with the competent Ministry. Out of that number, 
96 % are registered as associations, whereas only 
4 % are registered as foundations. One should 
also bear in mind that numerous associations, civil 
initiatives, clubs and religious groups are conduct-
ing activities informally without a legal status and 
financial capacities. On the other hand, according 
to a study conducted by the Kosovo Civil-Society 
Foundation (KCSF), only a small part of registered 
organizations, approximately 1,000, are active both 
in terms of programs and financially.1 However, the 
official public data on civil society organizations 
are not comprehensive, i. e. they do not comprise 
all necessary statistical information, do not follow 
trends and do not give detailed information on 
active organizations, their capacities, fields of ac-
tivities and finance, among other things.

1  Puka, Dren, 2018, Index: Kosovar Civil Society, Pristina: KFOS, 
p8

Although at registration civil-society organizations 
do not give data as to ethnicity or group they 
belong to, in practice they most frequently focus 
on activities within the community they come 
from, primarily Albanian and Serbian. Organiza-
tions from the Serbian community in the major-
ity of cases have head offices in Serb-majority 
municipalities, predominantly in Mitrovica North 
and Gračanica, deal with issues of importance for 
that community, such as the dialogue between 
Belgrade and Prishtina, rights of non-majority 
communities, language-related rights, public 
representation, services and relations with public 
institutions. In addition, there are organizations 
narrowly specialized for certain areas of activities, 
such as work with disabled persons, work with 
victims of domestic violence, work with the young 
or elderly persons. When informal organizations 
and associations are concerned, the most nu-
merous are sports associations, art associations, 
as well as informal groups of women and the 
young. Depending on the issues they are deal-
ing with and areas of their activities, civil society 
organizations from the Serbian community often 
cooperate with organizations from the Albanian 
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community, foreign and international organiza-
tions. The cooperation is mainly based on project 
or technical needs supported by donor funds or 
policies, while strategic partnerships are rare.  

The majority of NGOs carry out activities without 
financial resources in terms of market and other 
income, providing funds for themselves main-
ly through projects, grants and public bidding. 
While, due to a lack of primary data and a com-
prehensive base which would enable their track-
ing and analysis, it is difficult to get a picture of 
financial capacities and trends, secondary data 
imply an unstable growth. A constant increase in 
the total amount of contributions that NGOs, i. e. 
their employees pay to the pension fund, making 
roughly 3.25 % of the total payments to the fund, 
indicates a potential growth in financial capaci-
ties of civil society organizations, both in terms of 
a pay scale and the number of employees.2 On 
the other hand, there is a significant number of 
organizations with activities below EUR 10,000 
on an annual level. The number of foreign grant 
providers, i. e. programs of financial support and 
grants is decreasing if compared with previous 
years, whereas the number of public funds, ten-
ders and programs is growing.3 The impact of this 
change in the grant provider structure in still not 
known. 

While the majority of civil society organizations 
depend on funds and programs of international 
and other grant providers, it seems that some of 
them remain invisible to those grant providers. 
The research conducted by KCSF with the grant 
providers present in Kosovo shows that more than 

2  Puka, Dren, 2018, Index: Kosovar Civil Society, Pristina: KFOS, 
p. 8
3  Puka, Dren, 2018, Index: Kosovar Civil Society, Pristina: KFOS, 
p. 9

a half of them consults only a few organizations 
with which they usually collaborate (54 %) or with 
organizations narrowly specialized for certain ar-
eas (60.8 %). Moreover, the same research shows 
that grant providers consulted only 2 % of civil 
society organizations which did not have financial 
resources in the previous year. Contrary to that, 
the majority of organizations with annual pro-
ceeds exceeding EUR 100,000 were at least once 
invited to consultations by grant providers.

On the other hand, the second most frequent 
source of funding civil society organizations, pub-
lic financing by central and local-level institutions, 
lacks transparency. Public reports and availability 
of information differ from institution to institution, 
making the practice uneven and questionable. 
According to the European Commission Progress 
Report, despite certain improvements in rules and 
practices in public financing in the past two years, 
limited capacities of local and central level insti-
tutions to implement standards of transparency 
and responsibility adequately, make the financing 
of civil society organizations still prone to corrup-
tion and conflict of interests.4 Similarly, there is 
inconsistency in access to public consultations, a 
process of huge importance for civil society orga-
nizations, particularly those dealing with public 
policies and public advocacy. As it is stated in the 
mentioned European Commission Report, there 
are some improvements in this area but they are 
insufficient, particularly in regards to access to 
data and feedback.5

4  “Kosovo* 2020 Progress Report.” Brussels: European Commis-
sion, October 6, 2020
5  “Kosovo* 2020 Progress Report.” Brussels: European Commis-
sion, October 6, 2020
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2.  Goals of the research and 
methodology

The overall goal of the research is to present 
measurable data on the role and contribution 
of civil society organizations to the openness 
and observance of democratic principles of the 
Serbian community in Kosovo. The objective of 
the research is to examine to what extent citizens 
and political parties are familiar with civil society 
organizations in general, and then to present 
perceptions of citizens, political parties and finally 
of civil society organizations themselves on their 
activities and contribution to the openness of 
the Serbian community in Kosovo. The principal 
research question leading to the attainment of 
the goal and the objective is: How do civil society 
organizations contribute to the openness of the 
Serbian community to institutions and society in 
Kosovo?

Methodology used in the research included gath-
ering of primary and secondary data. Primary 
data were gathered from citizens through ques-
tionnaires, in focus groups comprised of citizens, 
and interviews with representatives of political 
parties and civil society organizations. Secondary 
data were gathered from relevant literature and 
sources. The methodology applied was selected 
in order to ensure the possibility of triangulating 
data in order to attain the research objectives.

Gathering and analysis of relevant literature 
and sources: The literature was gathered in the 
period summer-fall 2020 and it comprises several 

categories of sources: 1) legal framework: laws, 
administrative guidelines and regulations; 2) 
official reports of international institutions, central 
and local-level institutions; 3) research conducted 
by international institutions, NGOs, educational 
institutions, independent researchers; 4) other: 
media reports, blogs, essays.  

 Questionnaire for citizens6: A structured ques-
tionnaire-based survey for the representatives 
of the Serbian community on civil society orga-
nizations was conducted in October 2020. The 
questionnaire was distributed and processed by 
NGO Aktiv to meet the requirements of the OPEN 
project, which this research is a part of. The total 
number of respondents aged 18+ is 582 and they 
are residents of Serb-majority municipalities in 
Kosovo.

Focus groups involving citizens: The research 
team organized four focus groups in the period 
October-November 2020 with representatives 
of the Serbian community, two in Gračanica/
Graçanica  and two in North Mitrovica. The total 
number of focus group participants was 30. Their 
participation was anonymous and the respon-
dents were selected randomly. Focus groups 
provide a more detailed insight into citizens´ 
views on civil society organizations in the Serbian 

6  For a detailed insight into the questionnaire methodology see 
Annex 1.
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Community, perceptions of their activities and 
contribution, as well as on experience, communi-
cation and potential cooperation with them. 

Interviews with representatives of political parties: 
The interviews were held in the period Octo-
ber-November 2020 with 4 representatives of 
political parties. They were focused on the views 
of political parties on the activities of civil society 
organizations in the Serbian community and their 
contribution to the openness and the position 
of the community, as well as on their experience 
with cooperation with those organizations. All 
interviewees were anonymous, representatives 
were selected so that all leading political parties 
from the Serbian community are represented. 

Interviews with representatives of civil society 
organizations: The interviews were held in No-
vember 2020 with 7 representatives of civil society 
organizations. They were focused on the contri-
bution of those organizations to the openness 
and the position of the community, approaches 
taken in relations with the community, as well as 
on certain perceptions and views of civil society 
organizations stated by citizens in the question-
naires or focus groups. All interviews were anon-
ymous and the representatives were selected so 
that all dominant and visible organizations, as 
well as those advocating openness and obser-
vance of democratic principles of the community 
are represented.  

  

The research team organized 
four focus groups in the period 
October-November 2020 with 
representatives of the Serbian 
community, two in Gračanica/
Graçanica  and two in North 
Mitrovica. The total number of 
focus group participants was 
30. Their participation was 
anonymous and the respondents 
were selected randomly. Focus 
groups provide a more detailed 
insight into citizens´ views on 
civil society organizations in the 
Serbian Community, perceptions 
of their activities and contribution, 
as well as on experience, 
communication and potential 
cooperation with them. 
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3.  Community’s perception of 
civil society organizations

  

”Non-governmental organizations 
represent a link between citizens 
and the executive power, i. e . the 
public sector, or it should be so.”7

Over 65 % of citizens stated they are not suf-
ficiently or not at all familiar with the work of 
civil society organizations (Graph 1). This view is 
confirmed in the focus groups where the partici-
pants stated they were familiar with the concept 
of the civil society, but could not say more on 
their activities, areas of their activities, success 
they made or challenges put before them. 
Moreover, even those citizens whose friends or 
acquaintances work with civil society organiza-
tions admitted they were not fully familiar with 

7  Focus group participant 

what those organizations exactly do. What is ad-
ditionally interesting is that there is a noticeable 
difference in the informedness of citizens on civil 
society organizations depending on the level 
of their education (Graph 2) and age (Graph 
3). Nevertheless, almost all focus group partici-
pants, irrespective of the level of education, were 
able to state a few civil sector organizations, 
mainly those based in the municipality they live 
in (e. g. participants of a focus group in Gračan-
ica/Graçanica  mainly mentioned organizations 
with offices and project activities conducted on 
the territory of the Municipality of Gračanica/
Graçanica), and some could even state fields of 
their activities. Citizens who participated in the 
work of civil society organizations could give the 
most details on their activities. According to the 
data obtained in questionnaires, those citizens 
make slightly more than 25 % of the total num-
ber of participants (Graph 4).
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 Graph 1. How well are you informed about the activities of NGOs from the Serbian community?

Not informed at all  33.8%

Mainly not informed  31.5%

Mainly informed  27.2%

Fully informed  6.1%

Did not answer  1.4%

  Graph 2.  How well are you informed about the activities of NGOs from the Serbian community? 

Completed elementary 
school

  68.2%

 27.3%

 4.0%

  0%

         

0%

Completed secondary 
school 

  31.3%

 34.0%

 27.8%

  5.6%

         

1.4%

Completed higher school 
or faculty

  19.8%

 27.8%

 40.1%

  11.1%
         

1.3%

  Did not answer   Fully informed   Mainly informed

  Mainly not informed   Not informed at all
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  Graph 3.  Familiarity with the work of NGOs from the Serbian community by age

18-35

  17.6%
 34.2%

 38.6%

  8.8%

         

0.9%

36-50

  25.3%
 34.5%

 29.4%

  9%

         

1.9%

51-65

  40%
 35.2%

 21.8%

  0.5%

         

2.5%

66
and older

  81.2%
 12.4%

 4%

  2.4%

         

0%

  Not familiar at all   Mainly not familiar   Mainly familiar

  Fully familiar   Did not answer

  Graph 4.    Did you participate in any activity of any NGO in the past year?

26+73+1+T26%

73%

Yes

No

1%
Did not answer
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Based on their knowledge and experience, citi-
zens are more prone to express views on specific 
organizations than on the civil sector as such. As 
one of the participants noted: ”My opinion differs. 
I do not have any problem with organizations that 
are more active and, in my view, are really making 
efforts to do what they say they will do; however, 
there are organizations which are led by their 
interests exclusively.”8 Similarly, another participant 
noted that his views and perceptions changed 
over time and that it depends predominantly on 
the type of activity the organization is involved in 
and on the type of organization itself. In addition 
to that, personal experience of individuals with 
certain organizations and their personal acquain-
tances with employees of those organizations 
have effect on the views of citizens. One of the 
participants stated: ”I gained confidence in those 
organizations after participating in workshops 
and discussions, when I saw that they actually 
do something and are dedicated to their cause. 
I got an impression that they genuinely intend to 
change something.”9 

Organizations of which citizens mainly have 
positive opinion are those with a specific focus, 
such as those working with disabled persons, or 
dealing with the issues of the young, or orga-

8  Focus group participant
9  Focus group participant

nizations providing support and assistance to 
the victims of domestic violence. Over 42 % of 
citizens are of opinion that civil society organiza-
tions have a very positive or mainly positive role 
in the improvement of social and other services, 
as opposed to 30 % of those who believe they 
mainly have a negative role or have a very 
negative role (Graph 5). Moreover, when asked 
what, in their opinion, civil society organizations 
should be dealing with, the majority mentioned 
environmental issues, humanitarian work, work 
with the youth etc. One of the focus group 
participants said: ”Organizations contributing to 
cultural, sports and psychological development 
of children and young persons are particularly 
welcome.”10 On the other hand, it can be seen 
from their explanations that citizens to some 
extent identify local activism and humanitarian 
work with civil society organizations and object 
the absence of both in their activities. As they 
explain, civil-society activities should be a result 
of a need for changes and wellbeing and not 
driven by an aspiration for a career and person-
al prosperity, as, in their opinion, it is the case 
with many civil society organizations. In support 
of this view, almost 54 % of citizens agree with 
the opinion that NGOs serve personal interests 
of their employees (Graph 6).

10  Focus group participant

 Graph 5.   How do you see the role of NGOs in the improvement of social and other services (senior 
citizens home assistants, personal assistants, etc.)   

It is very negative  5.4%

It is mainly negative  13.3%

Neither positive nor negative  17.4%

It is mainly positive  30.3%

It is very positive  12.5%

It is very negative  21.1%
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Contrary to that, citizens do not have much under-
standing for the work and contribution of organi-
zations dealing with public policies, high politics 
issues, analyses, etc. As they point out, it is difficult 
for them to discern where the boundary between 
dealing with politics and policies is. ”For, instance, 
I do not like that organization at all and honestly I 
do not have a good opinion about them. They are 
too much involved into some high politics which 
we, the ordinary citizens, do not need here. In my 
opinion they should focus on people more.”11 

Having that in mind, it is not a surprise that over 
23 % of citizens believe that civil society organiza-

11  Focus group participant

tions have  a mainly negative or a very negative 
role in presenting and advocating the interests of 
the Serbian community (Graph 7), whereas over 
25 % of respondents are of opinion that they 
have a mainly negative or very negative role in 
the inclusion of citizens into social and political 
processes  (Graph 8). On the other hand, a part 
of citizens are of the opinion that there is nothing 
wrong in being involved in politics and political 
issues and that organizations should not be pre-
vented from profiling themselves in that segment 
”as long as they do not take certain political 
view, such as a unilateral approach or support-
ing specific political option.”12 

12  Focus group participant

 Grafiku 6.   Do you agree with the following statement: NGOs serve personal interests of their employees 

I do not agree at all  5.2%

I do not agree  16.8%

Neither agree nor disagree  9.8%

I agree  31.2%

I agree fully  22.7%

Did not answer  14.4%

 Graph 7.   How do you see the role of NGOs in representing and advocating the interests of the Serbi-
an community

It is very negative  4.9%

It is mainly negative  18.5%

Neither positive nor negative  21.8%

It is mainly positive  31.2%

It is very positive  9.2%

Did not answer  14.4%
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When about it comes to transparency, citizens 
share a similar opinion - that there is absence of 
transparency in the work of civil society organi-
zations. Although the majority of citizens are not 
familiar with the work of civil society organiza-
tions, they believe that their primary obligation 
is to familiarize citizens with their work instead 
of citizens seeking such information. Aside from 
their work in general, citizens demonstrate 
greatest mistrust toward the financial aspect of 
the activities of civil society organizations, that is: 
who finances them, how are the funds obtained 
used, both in terms of program realization and 
administration, as well as how and who do they 
reporte to. Thus, citizens see the financial trans-
parency as the most important aspect in winning 
confidence, because ”people want to know what 
happens with the money those organizations are 
given.”13 Yet, citizens themselves do not fully agree 
on what financial transparency implies and how 
it is to be implemented. Some of the focus groups 
participants state it could be publishing semi-an-
nual or annual auditor´s reports, while others 
mention simplification of those statements which 
would make them easier to understand. Some 
citizens believe that the level of transparency also 
depends on who project grant providers are and 
that in such cases when the financial support is 
obtained from public institutions, either at local or 
central level, there needs to be a full transparency 
so that it could be seen how their money is spent.

13  Focus group participant

  

”I believe that there is even a 
law regulating this matter, and if 
anyone has any suspicion, she/
he could lodge a claim to the 
municipality or another institution. 
There is a procedure that needs 
to be respected, but in the end it 
could be seen how much money 
from the budget was given and 
to who. Our democratic right is to 
know that.”14

One of the reasons why citizens  lack confidence 
in the financial transparency of organizations, 
particularly when relations with donors are 
concerned, is the belief shared by over 60 % of 
respondents that civil society organizations are 
under the influence of donors (Graph 9). Their 
relationship with donors and lack of transparency 
coupled with not being familiar with how civil 
society organization function results in over 30% 
of citizens believing that they cannot be trusted. 
What is positive is that the same percentage of 
citizens are of opinion that civil society organi-
zations can be trusted (Graph 10). This division 
in views is in correlation with the age of respon-
dents, and the older the citizens, the lesser their 
confidence (Graph 11).

14  Focus group participant

 Grafikon 8.   How do you see the role of NGOs in the inclusion of citizens into social and political pro-
cesses 

It is very negative  6.4%

It is mainly negative  19.2%

Neither positive nor negative  14%

It is mainly positive  31.7%

It is very positive  9.1%

Did not answer  19.6%
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 Graph 9.  Do you agree with the following statement: NGOs are under the influence of donors  

I do not agree at all  4%

I do not agree  12.9%

Neither agree nor disagree  7.9%

I agree  31.8%

I agree fully  29.6%

Did not answer  13.8%

 Graph 10.   Do you agree with the following statement: NGOs are carrying out their activities in such a way 
that they cannot be trusted

I do not agree at all  7.9%

I do not agree  23.5%

Neither agree nor disagree  21.5%

I agree  25.7%

I agree fully  5%

Did not answer  16.3%
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Beside the assumed influence of donors on civil 
society organizations, citizens also believe that 
those organizations are not independent in their 
work due to political pressures and relations with 
political parties. Confidence in organizations also 
depends on their field of activities, political views 
and relations with political parties or political rep-
resentatives. ”Citizens have greatest confidence 
in politically-neutral organizations, i. e. those not 

linked with any political party.”15 Given all these 
views, no wonder that as many as 45 % of them 
do not agree fully or do not agree with the view 
that civil society organizations are independent in 
their work (Graph 12).

15  Focus group participant

  Graph 11.  Are NGOs carrying out activities in a way that they can be trusted (responses by age) 

18-35

  6.5%

 26.9%

 23.2%

  29.7%

         

5.6%

         

8.1%

36-50

  6.9%

 24.1%

 23.4%

  31.2%

         

6.1%

         

8.3%

51-65

  8.1%

 26.1%

 18%

  24.4%

         

2.1%

         

21.4%

65
and older

  11.9%

 10%

 19.3%

  9.3%

         

7.1%

         

42.4%

  I do not agree at all   I do not agree   I neither agree nor disagree

  I agree   I agree fully   Did not answer
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 Graph 12. Do you agree with the following statement: NGOs are independent in their work 

I do not agree at all  11.3%

I do not agree  33%

Neither agree nor disagree  11.9%

I agree  22.3%

I agree fully  5.7%

Did not answer  15.8%
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4.  Political parties’ 
perception of civil-society 
organizations

Unlike citizens, political parties are mainly familiar 
with civil society organizations, their activities and 
representatives. As one of their representatives 
stated, in almost all political parties there are 
persons whose political career began in a civil 
society organization and they use the knowledge 
they acquired then in discharging their new 
duties. Besides that, political parties are trying to 
stay informed on the activities of civil society o 
rganizations, primarily in the area of democrati-
zation, public policies and rights of the Serbian 
community. Depending on which towns and 
villages are strongholds of certain political party 
or in which they have head offices or, simply, 

where politicians live, they are also trying to stay 
informed on the activities of local civil-society 
organizations or those carrying out projects in 
the respective municipalities and villages. One of 
the respondents states: ”NGO sector is of great 
importance for the Serbian community, primarily 
because it, as a mechanism, is neutral and does 
not belong to any political party and therefore is 
not dependent on it.”16 What is interesting is that 
citizens question this neutrality to some extent 
and over 30 % of them believe that civil society 
organizations are under the direct influence of 
political parties (Graph 13).

16  Interview, representative of a political party

 Grafiku 13.   Do you agree with the following statement: NGOs are under the influence of political 
parties

I do not agree at all  7.9%

I do not agree  28.7%

Neither agree nor disagree  10.8%

I agree  25.4%

I agree fully  11.4%

Did not answer  15.8%
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Although citizens find civil society organizations 
important for the Serbian community, they also 
believe that their representatives do not exploit their 
capacities and knowledge in full. As they stated, 
there is a great difference between what is written 
(in the statute of the association, e. g.) and what is 
seen in practice. One of the reasons is dependence 
on donors and their policy, which, in addition to 
citizens, is also noted by political representatives:

  

”Organizations are not the only to 
blame, donors are also responsible 
because they are not interested in 
any form of stimulation aimed at 
continuation of certain projects and 
initiatives. As a consequence, projects 
are non-strategic as they are not 
conceived to be long-term and their 
contribution becomes questionable.”17

This policy pursued by the donors forces orga-
nizations to focus on a permanent search for 
financial support and assume some attributes 
of businesses. What is interesting is that, like 
citizens, some political representatives identify 
local activism and humanitarian work with civil 
society organizations and criticize the absence of 
humanitarian actions and ”not paying attention 
to the basic needs of citizens”.18 Furthermore, some 
of the political representatives are of opinion that 
all organizations, irrespective of the areas of their 
activity, should be focused on the mobilization of 
the young and their involvement and education 
through various activities. ”In normal societies, 
NGOs are separate bodies primarily involved in 
capacity building of the youth in various areas.”19 
In this aspect, the views of representatives of 
political parties to some extent overlap with the 
views of citizens who discussed in focus groups 
the potentials and a need of involvement of 

17  Interview, representative of a political party
18  Interview, representative of a political party
19  Interview, representative of a political party

young persons in organizations through programs 
of apprenticeship, employment etc.  

When organizations involved in public policies, 
monitoring public institutions and dialogue 
are concerned, the views of representatives of 
political parties differ. On the one hand, they 
believe that organizations with experts in certain 
areas should by all means give their contribution, 
primarily to democratization, while on the other 
hand, they are of opinion that civil society organi-
zations frequently use their position and knowl-
edge to put themselves above political parties. 
One of the participants states that the complexity 
of the political reality in Kosovo has a much 
greater effect on the work and contribution of 
political parties than on civil society organizations 
and that there is no use comparing and rank-
ing them. Civil society organizations, even those 
dealing with the same issues as political parties 
should be viewed separately and should not be 
compared with political parties because their 
contribution or succeeding in having impact on 
something on the political scene is not necessarily 
preceded by a failure of a political party.  

In their response to the question on their expe-
rience with civil society organizations, represen-
tatives of political parties almost uniformly say 
they encourage any communication and coop-
eration, particularly in matters of importance for 
the community. ”Cooperation is always possible 
in the matters of protection of interests and rights 
of communities, democratization and economic 
development.”20 One of the examples of such co-
operation are internship programs for the young in 
local self-government institutions organized by civil 
society organizations, as well as training programs 
for public institution employees also organized by 
them occasionally. The most frequent example of 
cooperation is a one-way communication in which 
civil society organizations notify political represen-
tatives and institutions they are employed in on 
projects, research and other activities.

20  Interview, representative of a political party



21

5.  Civil society organizations 
and their view of 
perceptions of citizens and 
political parties

The finding that almost 65 % of citizens are not 
familiar with the work of civil society organiza-
tions is explained by their representatives as a 
consequence of several factors including their 
own responsibility as the primary one. Their own 
responsibility for that results from 1) giving priority 
to the communication with the donors, other 
organizations and target groups, and not to the 
community as a whole 2) ways of communica-
tion with the community, including mechanisms, 
vocabulary and skills 3) sluggishness and insuffi-
cient capacities. Although the majority of repre-
sentatives say they should make additional efforts 
to present their work to citizens, there are those 
who believe that it is not necessary because 
organizations, depending on their respective area 
of activity, have their target groups, and efforts to 
improve communications and participation need 
to be directed primarily to those groups:

  

”The activities of those organizations 
are not envisaged as their dealing 
with the population as a whole. I 
am saying this from an aspect of the 
organization I represent, it is not our 
task to communicate with the masses, 
we have our target groups we work 
with, that work is pretty good, and we 
are recognizable by those groups.”21

21  Interview, representative of a political party 
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The other factor are donors, who along with sup-
porting financially and in other ways civil society 
organizations, among other things, also setg 
standards for their activities. Although their poli-
cies differ, including preferred areas of activities, 
manner of carrying out activities, duration and 
value of projects, what is expected from them is 
almost always the same – the performance, both 
program and financial. One of the respondents 
says that the donors are focused on organiza-
tions’ performance and finance reports, and not 
on the effects on the spot, and that is why the or-
ganizations also primarily focus on meeting those 
requirements of donors, and only afterwards on 
the needs and expectations of the community.

  

”It is the question of surviving and 
ensuring continuity, as organizations 
depend on donors, and no matter 
what their status, mission and vision 
are, they eventually act by inertia, 
primarily focusing on meeting 
their contractual obligations and 
expectations, and afterwards, due 
to insufficient capacities, they often 
do not have time for what is actually 
essential, and that is to communicate 
to citizens what their activities are.”22

Another important impact on the visibility of civil 
society organizations, and therefore on the extent 
to which citizens are familiar with their work, are 
the national and local media from which citizens 
are informed on current developments. Media 
most frequently report on certain events orga-
nized for the public by civil society organizations, 
while any further reporting on the work, contri-
bution of those organizations, as well as on the 
organizations themselves is sporadic. Moreover, 
the majority of organizations do not have an 
established strategic communication and co-

22  Interview, representative of a political party 

operation with media, and media are frequently 
not informed on their work and contribution and 
therefore do not report on them. Lastly, numerous 
local media function the similar way those orga-
nizations do, carrying out projects and programs 
supported by donors and their focus is, just as in 
the case of civil society organizations, predomi-
nantly on their own activities and relations with 
their interest groups.  

Yet maybe the biggest challenge civil society 
organizations are facing is mistrust of citizens, par-
ticularly when financial transparency is concerned. 
As one of the representatives stated, this mistrust 
dates back to the 1990s when representatives of 
civil society organizations were given the attri-
butes of those paid from abroad and traitors; the 
narrative has prevailed to a certain extent and-
form until present time. As a consequence, those 
organizations are reluctant to make their financial 
matters fully transparent and available. A fear of 
deepening negative perceptions of the community 
coupled with a fear of potential pressures leads to 
only partial transparency. ”The whole situation may 
result in us becoming a target of different informal 
power centers, which would create additional 
pressure on our work.”23 Although the situation at 
present is quite different in the sense that there is a 
clear project financial reporting to grant providers, 
financial reporting to tax authorities and external 
auditing, all these mechanisms are not directed to 
citizens and broader public. 

23  Interview, representative of a political party 
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”As it is expected from public 
institutions to be transparent and to 
make their documents available to 
the public, civil society organizations 
should make  information available 
to the public the same way, such 
as those on the projects they are 
carrying out, their value, how the 
funds are used, their results and 
achievements.”24

On the other hand, as one of the representatives 
puts it, mere publishing of financial or auditor´s 
reports would not result in better understanding 
of the work and finance management of organi-
zations as these statements contain specialized 
terminology, they are not easy to understand 
and do not describe the work and achievements 
of organizations. It is necessary to find a measure 
between transparency and informedness so that 
citizens can receive and understand information 
they seek and based of which they could form 
their views. 

Given what was previously said, the question 
is what the actual contribution of civil society 
organizations to their community is, as well as to 
its openness, rights of citizens and if such contri-
bution is measurable if the views of citizens are 
such as they are.

As one of the civil society representatives puts 
it, even if citizens might not be familiar with the 
work of civil society organizations, that does not 
mean their work and influence are not indirectly 
reflected on the entire community. With a snow-
ball effect, those organizations manage to reach 
even those citizens who may not be directly 
involved in their activities, who are not familiar 
with their work or do not share their values. One 
of the representatives of civil society organi-

24  Interview, representative of a political party 

zations notes that civil societies have always 
been at the forefront of changes in a number of 
segments irrespective of their visibility.  ”As civil 
society organizations, we have always been 
forerunners in requesting openness, transparen-
cy and direct dialogue.”25 These organizations 
are making efforts to reach as many citizens 
as possible through public activities, debates, 
research, various forms of publications, adver-
tisements and to communicate a certain mes-
sage which would later on citizens themselves 
communicate further to other citizens. One of 
the participants from civil society organizations 
states that citizens might not notice some of the 
influences civil society has had on them, which 
in itself is a success and a contribution of those 
organizations.

  

”I am of the opinion that the Serbian 
community in Kosovo is quite open, 
whatever that means and I also 
believe that NGOs, each within 
its area of activities, significantly 
impact the society and bring positive 
changes. We must admit that it is a 
traditional community and that it is 
not easy to change things here.”26

On the other hand, if there was not for active in-
volvement of the civil society, there would not be, 
other channels, excluding the political channels, 
to advocacy the rights of communities. Politi-
cally neutral advocacy is important as it shows 
that problems faced by the community are not 
political, although frequently politicized, and that 
they deserve more discussion and attention. As 
several representatives of civil society organiza-
tions note, the involvement of those organizations 
made some serious issues known publicly and 

25  Interview, representative of a political party 
26  Interview, representative of a political party
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internationally upon which they were discussed 
and subsequently resolved; but such contributions 
that are not at the local level or are not visible 
in the public, have not been recognized within 
the community. However, due to politicization of 
issues of importance for the community, political 
turbulences have an impact on the NGO sector 
and the advancement it brings to the society or in 
the sphere of public policies, and often revert the 
achieved. Nevertheless, advocacy is an important 
aspect of civil society organizations´ activities and 
almost each of them has some practice of advo-
cacy within its scope of activities and ”each orga-
nization has made an improvement in a number 
of issues within its area of action through inform-
ing and advocating the rights of communities in 
Kosovo – be it economic, social or otherwise.”27

27  Interview, representative of a political party 

It is very difficult to be politically neutral in an envi-
ronment in which almost every issue is treated as 
political, and it could have various consequences, 
among other things, on civil society organizations. In 
order to carry out projects, particularly those dealing 
in a way with local or central-level institutions, pub-
lic policies or dialogue, those organizations need to 
maintain communication and to cooperate to some 
extent with political actors leading the institutions. 
It can be easily perceived as a political affiliation or 
improper relation with parties, especially if there is 
no clear communication on the given project. On 
the other hand, potential criticism of political rep-
resentatives by civil society organizations can also 
result in negative reactions of citizens, as political 
representatives are directly elected by those citizens. 
Thus, being between the hammer and the anvil, 
some organizations decide to circumvent potentially 
problematic issues and areas of work, while others 
take theeir chance.  
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6. Conclusion

This research starts with a question how civil so-
ciety organizations contribute to the openness of 
the Serbian community to institutions and society 
in Kosovo; however, having found out that 65 % of 
citizens are not familiar with civil society organi-
zations, which is additionally confirmed in focus 
groups, the research team relied on the research 
on the perceptions of citizens on the civil soci-
ety as one measure of influence28. The research 
results show that, irrespective of knowing little of 
civil society organizations, citizens nevertheless 
have certain opinions on them and differences in 
them may be classified by age, level of education, 
even the place of residence. In addition to that, 
the informedness of citizens is mainly based on 
their direct experience with those organizations, or 
they are informed by persons from their environ-
ment who have direct experience with them, and 
the opinion on the entire sector is based on such 
experiences. A great percentage of citizens have 
views as to what areas of activity civil society 
organizations should be involved in and in which 
not. This corresponds to  some extent to what 
a great number of those organizations actually 
do, such as local activism, public policies, sound 
administration, rights of communities, right to 
language, new technologies, various programs 
designed for citizens, services, cultural topics etc.29 

28  Although such form of research has its limitations, the 
research team decided, due to the fact that the research was 
underway and that the first results showed that citizens were 
not sufficiently informed on civil society organizations to speak 
directly on the impact those organizations have on them, to 
redirect the research to the views and to try to understand the 
assumed impacts based on them.
29  Citizens are also of opinion that civil society organizations 
should deal with environmental issues, humanitarian work, vol-

It should also be noted that citizens who are 
familiar with some activities or products of civil 
society organizations, such as festivals, various 
actions and services, are not informed on who 
is realizing or providing them. Sometimes, this is 
not the case only due to the lack of information. 
As one of the representatives of civil society puts 
it, some organizations do not necessarily want 
products, particularly the unique and self-sus-
tainable, of social and economic importance for 
the community, to be related to organizations, but 
want them to have their own independent ”life” 
in the community. All previously said indicates 
there is an awareness of citizens that civil society 
organization exist and carry out activities in their 
community, as well as that they have a certain in-
fluence on citizens. This research cannot provide 
an insight into statistical relevance or causality of 
this influence, but it is the first step toward such a 
study.  

unteering, employment of the young and similar matters those 
organizations are usually not involved in or are to a lesser extent. 
In addition to that, views of citizens on whether civil society 
organizations should deal with high politics and dialogue differ.  
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7. Recommendations

For civil-society organizations:

• A strategic approach to communication with 
citizens should be worked out to familiarize 
them with the work and contribution of civil 
society organizations, as well as to inform 
them on a regular basis; 

• Financial and management capacities of 
organizations should be presented to citizens 
in a clear and easy-to-understand way; 

• Organizations need to be better informed 
on the needs of the community in the area 
of their activities, including its potentials, 
problems and desired solutions so that the 
work and contribution of those organizations 
would relate to and respond to the needs of 
the community; 

• Partnerships with other organizations should 
be established, including media, which 
would broaden communication with citizens; 

• Communication with the international and 
donor community should be diversified for 
the purpose of exchange of information, con-
sultations and harmonization of activities; 

• The donor community should be presented 
with the effects of their policies and prac-
tice on the work and impact ofcivil society 
organizations;  

• Informing about, supervision or even active 
involvement in the work of governmental 
consultative bodies, independent institutions 
and other mechanisms of relevance for the 
community. 
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8. Annex 1

Methodology of the questionnaire for citizens:

Time: the research was conducted in the period 
from 1 October until 20 October 2020

Manner of data gathering:  face-to-face (F2F), 
device-to-device (D2D)

Manner of control of the work of surveyor: Goo-
gle maps (GPS) live location sharing

Type: paper, pencil

Research instrument: questionnaire consisting of 
65 questions

Population: 18+  

Sample type: non-random, quota 

Quota determining criterion: size of the munic-
ipality of residence according to predetermined 
quotas for municipalities and areas south of 
(287/300) and north of the Ibar (295/300)

Sample size: 582 respondents residing in the 
Serbian community in Kosovo

Confidence interval: + / - 5% for occurrences 
with expected incidence rate of 50 %

Note: Due to the fact that there are no statistical 
data on demographic structure of the targeted 
population, i. e. Serbian population in Kosovo, it 
could only conditionally be said that it is a repre-
sentative sample.
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On the Initiative

”Democracy, Openness and Prospects of the Serb Community 

in Kosovo – Open” is a new initiative of the Kosovo Foundation 

for Open Society (KFOS), initiated in 2020. Open is realized in 

cooperation with nine civil-society organizations that are active 

in the Serb community in Kosovo.   

A general objective of this new initiative is development of an 

open and dynamic space for discussion within the Serb com-

munity and between the Serb and other communities, as well as 

among institutions in Kosovo.  

•  The initiative will specifically be engaged in the analysis 

and estimate of the impact of civil-society and political or-

ganizations on the implementation of democratic principles 

and openness of the Serb community in Kosovo. 

• Implementation of democratic standards and the openness 

of institutions, public policies, and important processes in 

their relations with the Serb community in Kosovo will be 

analyzed and estimated, as well a degree of openness of 

the Serbian community towards them.

•  These analyses will assist in understanding the current 

position and prospects of the Serbian community in Kosovo, 

serving at the same time as a basis of their argumented 

advocacy among citizens, institutions, local and central 

authorities, and the international community.   

Experienced and established civil-society organizations will make 

eight (8) sectoral analyses with the purpose of meeting general and 

specific objectives. 

The areas analyzed by our partners in 2020 are as follows:

Media   To what extent media in the Serbian language in Koso-

vo have an impact on the degree of openness, possibility to hear 

and pluralism of opinions and topics? This area is researched by 

Media Center and Crno Beli Svet.    

Civil society   How civil-society organizations give their 

contribution to openness and principles of democracy of the 

Serbian community and generally of Kosovo society? New Social 

Initiative and Forum for Development and Multiethnic Collabora-

tion are dealing with this topic.

Political parties   Observance of democratic principles and 

pluralist activism of political parties of the Kosovo Serbs, as well 

as their openness to participate in the political system of Kosovo 

and give their contribution to the improvement of public policies. 

These issues are in the focus of New Social Initiative and Media 

Center.

Responsibility of institutions    Better understanding of the 

position of the Serbian community in Kosovo by observing the 

openness of the institutions to address the problems of the Serbs. 

This analysis is made by Crno Beli Svet and Forum for Develop-

ment and Multiethnic Collaboration.

Security    How the feeling of security affects the openness 

of the Serbian community to Kosovo security institutions? The 

answer to this question is sought by Human Center Mitrovica.

Economics    To what extent are business entities from the 

communities with Serbian majority open to be integrated in the 

economy of Kosovo? This area is analyzed by Institute for Terri-

torial Economic Development. 

Rights of minorities   How to get to a more open society 

through pointing out to the gaps in the implementation of the 

rights of minorities? This topic is dealt with by NVO Aktiv and 

Center for the Rights of Minority Communities. 

  

Process of dialogue and normalization of relations between 

Kosovo and Serbia  To which extent and which positions of 

the community of the Kosovo Serbs are represented relating to 

the impact on and future of the process? NVO Aktiv and Forum 

for Development and Multiethnic Collaboration are dealing 

with this issue. 

A consolidated report, „Characteristics of the open society wi-

thin Serb community in Kosovo“, will be published at the end of 

Open 2020 cycle. It will consolidate results and conclusions from 

sectorial analysis made by members of Open 2020 initiative into 

a wider socio-political context of Kosovo.
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