
Macedonia
 Capital: Skopje
 Population: 2.1 million
 GNI/capita, PPP: US$12,600
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Electoral Process 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.50 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.50

Civil Society 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.50

Independent Media 4.25 4.25 4.25 4.25 4.25 4.50 4.75 4.75 5.00 5.00

National Democratic 
Governance 3.75 3.75 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.25 4.25 4.25 4.25

Local Democratic 
Governance 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75

Judicial Framework 
and Independence 3.75 3.75 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.25 4.25 4.25

Corruption 4.75 4.75 4.50 4.25 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.25 4.25

Democracy Score 3.82 3.82 3.86 3.86 3.79 3.82 3.89 3.93 4.00 4.07

NOTE: The ratings reflect the consensus of Freedom House, its academic advisers, and the author(s) of this 
report. The opinions expressed in this report are those of the author(s). The ratings are based on a scale of 1 to 7, 
with 1 representing the highest level of democratic progress and 7 the lowest. The Democracy Score is an 
average of ratings for the categories tracked in a given year.
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Executive Summary

Macedonia held presidential and early parliamentary elections in April 
2014. Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski of the ruling Internal Macedonian 
Revolutionary Organization–Democratic Party for Macedonian 

National Unity (VMRO-DPMNE) won a third consecutive term, while President 
Gjorge Ivanov—also of VMRO-DPMNE—won his second.

Election monitors expressed concern over the accuracy of the voter registry, the 
inadequate separation between the ruling party and the state prior to the elections, 
and overwhelming media bias in favor of VMRO-DPMNE and its presidential 
candidate during the campaign. Opposition parties, led by the Social Democratic 
Union of Macedonia (SDSM), accused the winners of massive fraud and demanded 
new elections. An opposition legislative boycott ensued and was ongoing at year’s 
end, despite mediation efforts by the European Union (EU).

At the end of June, a Skopje court convicted six ethnic Albanians of murdering 
five Macedonian fishermen in 2012. Ethnic Albanians took to the streets to protest 
the convictions, which they denounced as unfair and motivated by Islamophobia. 
The July demonstrations led to violent clashes with police officers.

A bitter dispute with Greece over Macedonia’s name continues to hamper the 
country’s bids to join the EU and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). 
In February, the European Parliament passed a resolution calling upon the Council 
of the European Union to confirm the date for the launch of Macedonia’s accession 
negotiations. It was the sixth time the body had made this recommendation. 
In its October progress report, the European Commission similarly repeated its 
recommendation that accession talks begin, though it noted regression in areas 
including judicial independence and freedom of expression. 

National Democratic Governance. The government drafted a number of new 
laws in 2014, including seven constitutional amendments. Throughout the year, 
citizens used demonstrations, petitions, and open letters to express their demands 
and opinions in response to the legislative proposals. Interethnic tensions led to 
protests and violence in July but did not become a priority for the government, 
which remained focused on economic recovery. At year’s end, EU and NATO 
accession negotiations were still blocked by the name dispute with Greece. 
Macedonia’s national democratic governance rating remains unchanged at 4.25.

Electoral Process. Presidential and early parliamentary elections in April 2014 
were peaceful and efficiently administered. However, international election 
monitors expressed serious concerns over the misuse of state resources, credible 
reports of voter intimidation, and heavy media bias in favor of the ruling party and 



  Macedonia 423

its presidential candidate. The election results were contested by the opposition, 
which demanded new elections and eventually withdrew from the parliament. Due 
to the problematic election process and ensuing political crisis, Macedonia’s electoral 
process rating declines from 3.25 to 3.50.

Civil Society. Members of the public launched citizen initiatives and protest 
movements throughout the year, demonstrating more civic engagement and unity 
than in previous years. The government’s lack of engagement with these actors—
as well as its largely pro forma work with existing civil society organizations—
contributed to the perception that policymaking in Macedonia excludes 
independent civil society. Ties between civil society organizations and political 
parties continued to discredit the sector. Even in a year of extraordinary popular 
activism, government engagement with civil society remained limited. Because of 
this state resistance to public consultation and input, Macedonia’s civil society rating 
declines from 3.25 to 3.50.

Independent Media. Media outlets in Macedonia depend heavily on government 
advertising for financial support, contributing to their growing politicization and 
loss of credibility and readership. Election monitors noted heavy progovernment 
media bias in the run-up to the April 2014 elections. In January, the parliament 
voted to amend a few of the more controversial provisions of the government’s 
December 2013 media legislation. In September, an appellate court upheld a ruling 
against a reporter and the editor of the independent weekly newsmagazine Fokus 
for their alleged defamation of the head of the Security and Counterintelligence 
Administration in 2013. However, the number of new defamation cases against 
journalists decreased during the year. Macedonia’s independent media rating remains 
unchanged at 5.00.

Local Democratic Governance. Many municipalities lack the capacity to collect 
taxes that would supplement capital grants from the central government, which are 
often described as insufficient to carry out municipal responsibilities. Municipalities 
are working to improve their administrative capacity and absorption of EU funds, 
but mismanagement of education funds transferred from the central government 
remained a problem during 2014. Meanwhile, civil society became more active in 
assessing the quality of governance and prevalence of corruption at the local level. 
Macedonia’s local democratic governance rating remains unchanged at 3.75.

Judicial Framework and Independence. Lawmakers drafted seven constitutional 
amendments in 2014, including one that would expand the authority of the 
Constitutional Court to examine complaints from individuals about human rights 
violations. Other proposed amendments were highly controversial and divergent 
from EU legislative norms. The changes were still blocked in the parliament at 
year’s end. Separately, while some court decisions during the year demonstrated 
judges’ capacity to implement antidiscrimination laws, the country’s justice 
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system continued to suffer from challenges including selective enforcement and 
the perception of political influence, particularly in high-profile cases. Macedonia’s 
rating for judicial framework and independence remains unchanged at 4.25.

Corruption. Although nearly every government in independent Macedonia’s history 
has claimed to prioritize the fight against corruption, graft remains widespread. 
Transparency is lacking in both party finances and general public expenditures. 
Lawmakers proposed a new provision on whistleblower protections in April that 
had not yet been adopted at year’s end. A number of significant corruption cases 
came to light during the year, with the opposition, the media, and civil society 
playing an important watchdog role, but serious weaknesses persisted with respect 
to political will and institutional capacity for enforcement. Macedonia’s corruption 
rating remains unchanged at 4.25.

Outlook for 2015. Informal, issue-focused movements will continue to seek a 
more active voice in policymaking in 2015. The opposition’s parliamentary boycott 
will persist, as allegations of electoral fraud by the ruling party remain unaddressed. 
If adopted, some of the constitutional amendments proposed in 2014 will align 
Macedonian law with EU norms, while others—including one that would create 
an international tax haven in the country—will do the opposite. A proposed 
amendment on the definition of a marriage is also at odds with the more socially 
liberal position many EU member states take on this issue.
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Main Report
National Democratic Governance

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

3.75 3.75 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.25 4.25 4.25 4.25

The center-right Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization–Democratic 
Party for Macedonian National Unity (VMRO-DPMNE) has won every 
parliamentary election since 2006, ruling in coalition with different parties, some 
of which represent ethnic minorities. The left-leaning Social Democratic Union 
of Macedonia (SDSM), which governed through much of the 1990s and early 
2000s, is currently the country’s leading opposition party. Nationwide elections in 
April 2014 yielded a renewed mandate for Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski and 
VMRO-DPMNE, as well as a second term for President Gjorge Ivanov. Claiming 
election fraud, the SDSM and other opposition parties demanded new elections 
and withdrew from the parliament in May. The boycott was ongoing at year’s end.

As the presidential election approached, the parties of the ruling coalition 
clashed over the nomination of a joint candidate. The ethnic Albanian Democratic 
Union for Integration (DUI), VMRO-DPMNE’s junior coalition partner, 
advocated replacing direct presidential elections with a system in which a “consensus 
candidate” would be elected in the parliament following an agreement between 
the strongest parties in the Macedonian and Albanian blocs. Instead, VMRO-
DPMNE decided via an internal party procedure to renominate the incumbent. 
Given the rift between the governing parties, lawmakers voted in March to dissolve 
the parliament, clearing the way for early parliamentary elections in April. The first 
round of presidential elections was held on 13 April, with a runoff on 27 April.

The VMRO-DPMNE–led bloc won 61 out of 123 parliamentary seats, 
followed by SDSM with 34 seats and DUI with 19. The Albanian Democratic 
Party (DPA) won 7 seats, and the ethnic Albanian National Democratic Rebirth 
(NDR) and Citizen Option for Macedonia (GROM) parties secured one seat each. 
Calling the elections “stolen,” SDSM rejected the official results, and all but three 
of the deputies in its bloc submitted their resignations on 28 May. An envoy of 
the European Union (EU) enlargement commissioner participated in ensuing 
negotiations between the two sides, but at year’s end the ruling party still refused to 
hold new, internationally administered elections, as demanded by SDSM.

Under the parliamentary rules of procedure, deputies forfeit their mandates 
if they are absent from duty for over six months, but an attempt to enforce this 
provision failed in December due to insufficient votes.

The dispute between VMRO-DPMNE and DUI over Ivanov’s nomination 
continued after the elections, and DUI was noticeably absent from Ivanov’s 
inauguration. Separately, in December, VMRO-DPMNE officials proposed 
replacing Macedonia’s coat of arms, which had barely been altered since the fall 
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of communism, with a red lion against a yellow shield and crown. The image was 
somewhat reminiscent of the VMRO-DPMNE party emblem. The opposition DPA 
called the proposed new coat of arms an “anti-Albanian project” and denounced 
DUI for submitting to the will of its coalition partner. SDSM criticized the change 
as an attempt by the government to distract public attention from more serious 
issues.1 In the end, two influential DUI deputies and the minister of justice, also 
from DUI, did speak out against the proposal, and it was dropped.2

DPA did not join the postelection parliamentary boycott, but the party did 
withdraw from the legislature from August to October after DPA deputy Orhan 
Ibrahimi and DUI deputy Rexhail Ismaili came to blows at a parliamentary 
committee session. DUI proposed the formation of a commission to investigate 
the brawl, which drew in deputies from several other parties and had to be broken 
up by security personnel, but at year’s end DPA had not yet agreed to participate.

Despite the absence of a meaningful SDSM presence in the legislature, the 
new parliament adopted many pieces of legislation during the year. The European 
Commission’s October 2014 progress report observed that the opposition’s absence 
“raises concerns about the inclusive nature of parliament’s work” and hampers the 
body’s “ability to provide the necessary checks and balances on the activities of 
government.”3 Some of the new laws were adopted via expedited procedure, further 
limiting opportunities for democratic deliberation.4 Deputies from a few of the 
smaller parties of the ruling coalition, including the Democratic Union and the 
Democratic Renewal of Macedonia, did take a stand against government-backed 
legislative proposals, especially a series of proposed constitutional amendments.

Most of the new legislation proposed during the year focused on strengthening 
Macedonia’s economy, which is burdened by high income inequality and the 
second-highest unemployment rate in Europe (around 28 percent). Seven of the 26 
ministers in the new government have no portfolio and are primarily tasked with 
attracting foreign direct investment to create new jobs.

The government put forward a total of seven draft constitutional amendments 
during the year. One widely praised proposal seeks to reduce political influence 
over the courts by removing the justice minister from the council responsible 
for appointing judges. Another would expand the “constitutional complaint” 
mechanism through which people or institutions can file complaints against the 
authorities.

A draft constitutional amendment to establish an “international financial 
zone” came under heavy criticism during the year. The government argued that the 
creation of a Macedonian tax haven would attract wealthy companies and high-
quality jobs to the country,5 but critics warned that it might also turn Macedonia 
into an offshore destination for illegal funds.6

An amendment put forward by the government in August aimed to limit 
the public debt to 60 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) and the budget 
deficit to 3 percent of GDP, in accordance with EU standards. This proposal came 
under fire from several former politicians, activists, and academics who called it a 
manipulation of perception.7 They pointed out that public debt is actually rising 
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rapidly as a result of major infrastructure development projects backed by loans 
from international financial institutions.8

The most controversial of the constitutional amendments proposed in 2014 
would define marriage as a union between a man and a woman. Nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) denounced the measure as discriminatory and a step toward 
rendering same-sex relationships illegal. At least one ruling coalition deputy 
opposed the amendment.9

Constitutional amendments must be initiated by a two-thirds parliamentary 
majority, and then the drafts must be confirmed by a simple majority before being 
submitted for public debate and finally adopted with another two-thirds vote. The 
package of amendments put forth in 2014 passed through its initial approval in 
July, but the next vote stalled as DUI demanded other legislation favoring ethnic 
Albanians in return for its support. In September, the Venice Commission of the 
Council of Europe offered an official opinion on the proposed amendments that was 
critical of both the international financial zone and the definition of marriage.10 The 
commission also strongly advised Macedonia not to adopt any of the constitutional 
changes under discussion while the country’s opposition deputies remained absent 
from the parliament.11

In December, the government introduced mandatory contributions to state 
retirement and health funds via a new tax on contract workers. As of January 2015, 
the tax will be applied to earnings for freelance work and will be added to other 
personal income taxes. Several thousand journalists, translators, NGO employees, 
and other freelancers took to the streets of Skopje on 22 December in protest.12

Also during the year, the government sought to reduce tax evasion by introducing 
an online system to monitor cash payments nationwide. The first published survey 
of Macedonia’s hidden economy revealed that 16 percent of workers are employed 
informally; over 50 percent of those doing additional work do not declare it or 
pay taxes on the resulting income.13 Additional reforms adopted in 2014 seek to 
formalize undeclared work and increase employment by introducing licenses for 
caretakers and other service providers.

Long-standing tensions between ethnic Albanians and Macedonians flared up 
several times in 2014, exposing the lack of trust between the two communities. In May, 
protests erupted after a recent high school graduate in the Skopje suburb of Gjorče 
Petrov was allegedly stabbed to death by an ethnic Albanian who had attempted to 
steal his bicycle. Police special forces were deployed to quell the demonstrations and 
prevent ethnic Macedonian protesters from marching into a neighboring Albanian-
majority area.14 At the end of June, a Skopje court convicted six ethnic Albanians of 
murdering five Macedonian fishermen in 2012. Ethnic Albanians took to the streets 
in July to protest the convictions, which they denounced as unfair and motivated 
by Islamophobia. The demonstrations led to violent clashes with police officers, 
resulting in numerous injuries and dozens of arrests.15

The internationally backed Ohrid Framework Agreement, which ended 
fighting between Albanian separatists and Macedonian security forces in 2001, 
grants Albanian-majority areas the right to education in their native tongue and 
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provides guarantees of multiethnic participation in government. The 2014 EU 
progress report noted that recruitment of ethnic minorities to the civil service 
occurs “without specified defined posts or job descriptions, often at the expense 
of the principle of merit.”16 The parliamentary committee for interethnic relations 
was inactive in 2014, and local government committees for interethnic relations 
remained unfunded.

Besa (Oath), a new ethnic Albanian party, emerged in November, to the 
displeasure of DPA, which said there was no room for another party in the ethnic 
Albanian political bloc.17 Besa’s platform promises to offer “genuine debate on 
important topics [pertaining to] politics, economy, culture, education, health,” 
and to “articulate a new political thought which will be based on universal human 
values,” rather than the standard power-sharing demands of the established ethnic 
Albanian parties.

The name dispute between Macedonia and Greece, which dates to the former’s 
independence from Yugoslavia in 1991, has stalled Macedonia’s progress toward 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and EU membership for several years. 
Greece believes “Macedonia” should refer solely to its own region of the same name 
and has pushed Skopje to adopt “the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia” as 
its international moniker. In May, NATO secretary general Anders Fogh Rasmussen 
told Macedonian leaders that the key condition for joining the alliance was solving 
the dispute with Greece.18 In its 2014 progress report, the EU also made it clear 
that without a resolution of the dispute, “the EU accession process for Macedonia 
is at an impasse.”19

Electoral Process
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

3.25 3.25 3.25 3.50 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.50

Parliamentary elections were called one year ahead of schedule after VMRO-
DPMNE rejected DUI’s demand for a “consensus” presidential nominee. The April 
2014 presidential and snap parliamentary elections were peaceful and efficiently 
administered, but marred by biased media coverage and unfair use of state resources 
by ruling party candidates, according to monitors from the Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). SDSM and other opposition parties 
accused VMRO-DPMNE of fraud and withdrew most of their deputies from the 
parliament for the rest of the year.

Incumbent president Gjorge Ivanov faced three challengers: Stevo Pendarovski, 
supported by SDSM; Iljaz Halimi from the ethnic Albanian opposition party DPA; 
and Zoran Popovski of GROM, a fairly new party whose founder left SDSM before 
its planned boycott of the 2013 local elections. Following the dispute over Ivanov’s 
nomination, DUI boycotted the presidential election and campaigned to stop 
ethnic Albanians from voting. Turnout in ethnic Albanian areas was significantly 
lower than in ethnic Macedonian areas.
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Ivanov’s reelection campaign was closely synchronized with the ruling party’s 
parliamentary campaign, focusing on the accomplishments of VMRO-DPMNE 
rule and promising to stand by the “double name formula” as the country’s official 
position in the dispute with Greece.20 By contrast, Pendarovski’s campaign before 
the first round of presidential voting was quite separate from SDSM’s, and he gave 
no clear commitment to a strategy on the Greece dispute. VMRO-DPMNE used 
this lack of a strong position on the name issue to smear Pendarovski and SDSM 
as traitors.21

In the first round of the presidential polls on 13 April, none of the candidates 
won the support of 50 percent of all registered voters, as required for an outright 
victory.22 The second round contest between the top two candidates was held 
concurrently with the parliamentary polls on 27 April. Ivanov won with 55.28 
percent of the vote. 

Fourteen political parties and coalitions registered candidate lists for the 
parliamentary elections. Many smaller parties, including those representing 
Macedonia’s less populous ethnic minorities, joined electoral blocs led by VMRO-
DPMNE, SDSM, or GROM.

Both parties of the incumbent ruling coalition appealed to their respective 
ethnic communities to give them a stronger mandate and thus more leverage in 
future negotiations on forming the government. Prime Minister Gruevski repeatedly 
called on ethnic Macedonian voters to grant VMRO-DPMNE a clear majority of 
at least 62 seats to avoid the kind of DUI “blackmail” that had prompted the early 
elections. Notwithstanding its boycott of the presidential vote, DUI also urged 
Albanians to turn out in large numbers for the parliamentary polls to improve its 
negotiating position. Both sides employed ethnic nationalist rhetoric and a certain 
amount of mudslinging to mobilize voters, but the parties rejoined forces fairly 
quickly once the elections were over.

In its parliamentary campaign, VMRO-DPMNE pledged to deliver stronger 
economic growth and an improved standard of living. It emphasized the 
government’s recent successes, particularly in attracting investments. SDSM’s 
campaign promised to “restore the middle class” by reimbursing value-added tax 
(VAT) to citizens, reducing the overall tax burden, and increasing social benefits. 
Much as it had in 2011, DUI campaigned on promises related to the expansion 
of the Ohrid agreement, such as making Albanian Macedonia’s second official 
language, ensuring equal representation of Albanians in the highest offices in 
government, and securing a greater voice for Albanian interests in the distribution 
of the budget.

The OSCE described the elections as “efficiently administered” but expressed 
grave concern over a number of shortcomings in the campaign environment. The 
observers criticized the government for inadequately separating ruling party and 
state activities, and noted that the “significant advantage in resources and therefore 
in political advertising meant that the governing party and its presidential candidate 
dominated both campaigns.”23 According to OSCE media monitors, the majority 
of media showed significant bias in favor of VMRO-DPMNE and Ivanov, and 
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against SDSM and Pendarovski. The OSCE also noted that Albanian-language 
media favored DUI over the other ethnic Albanian contestants.

The European Commission endorsed the OSCE report and echoed its concerns 
regarding “biased media coverage and the lack of separation between state and party 
activities, which are covered by the Copenhagen political criteria.”24 The Council of 
Europe made a similar statement.25 Domestic observers from Macedonian NGOs 
registered cases of group and family voting in towns and villages across the country, 
as well as political propaganda at polling stations and voting by minors.26

Gruevski declared the elections a “big, huge, and strong victory” for the 
VMRO-DPMNE bloc.27 Its 61 seats, combined with the 19 secured by DUI, 
gave the incumbent coalition a comfortable 80-seat majority in the 123-seat 
parliament. The SDSM announced that it would not recognize the results of either 
the parliamentary or the presidential elections, with party leader Zoran Zaev citing 
“threats and blackmail and massive buying of voters” and accusing the ruling party 
of “abusing the entire state system.”28 SDSM demanded the formation of a caretaker 
government to organize internationally monitored elections.

Macedonia’s electoral code was amended most recently in January 2014, 
based on OSCE recommendations and following successful negotiations between 
opposition and governing parties. Among other changes, the new legislation sought 
to improve separation of state and governing party activities during campaign 
seasons with a moratorium on new state-financed construction projects. The 
amendments also attempted to decrease corruption by obliging the Ministry of 
Finance to publish all payments made during the election period, and to prevent 
voter fraud by marking voters’ fingers with indelible ink. To address long-standing 
accusations by SDSM that voter lists are inaccurate, the Ministry of Interior is now 
required to check and update electoral lists four times a year, and political parties 
have the right to request corrections to the lists. 

Notwithstanding these improvements, the OSCE report issued after the 
elections identified problematic inconsistencies and ambiguities in the electoral 
law, “including a lack of clarity in the definition of campaigning, the length of the 
campaign, and the misuse of state resources during the campaign, as well as undue 
restrictions on the right to file complaints.”29 The OSCE also expressed concern 
over the accuracy of voter lists, “particularly large numbers of voters residing at the 
same address.”30 According to the OSCE, the new legal provisions allowing political 
parties to challenge entries in the voter lists were not properly implemented during 
the 2014 elections because they “are vague and do not clearly specify which agency 
is responsible for conducting an investigation.” There were numerous cases in which 
50 or more voters were registered at the same address.

The revised electoral code did not provide strict deadlines for courts to resolve 
election-related cases, and voters had limited rights to legal redress. Political party 
financing, regulated by the electoral code and the Law on Financing of Political 
Parties, lacks transparency in practice. The 2014 EU progress report pointed out 
that about 85 percent of the targeted budget deficit in 2014 was spent in the first 
half of the year, mostly in the preelection period.31
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Although allowed by law, no independent candidate lists were submitted ahead 
of the 2014 polls. Political parties observed gender quotas on their candidate lists, 
and women were also well represented in election administration bodies. However, 
the OSCE-led International Election Observation Mission’s preliminary findings 
reported that “women were underrepresented in rallies,” and that “gender issues 
were not raised in campaign programmes.”32 Biljana Vankovska, a professor of 
political science at the University of Skopje, was the only woman to seek candidacy 
for the presidential elections but she was unable to collect the 10,000 signatures 
required. 

Civil Society
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.50

Civil society groups and spontaneous popular movements were very active in 
2014, pushing back against a number of government-backed legislative measures. 
Although pro forma government engagement with civil society actors has increased 
under the official Second Strategy for Cooperation with the Civil Society Sector, 
there is little evidence that independent nongovernmental groups have a meaningful 
impact on government policy. Protests throughout the year and the authorities’ 
failure to respond to public demands highlighted the gap between policy and 
practice regarding inclusion of civil society in policymaking.

Support for Improvement in Governance and Management (SIGMA), a 
joint initiative of the EU and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), notes that civil society organizations face “three 
consistent obstacles to meaningful participation in policy making.” These include 
a low awareness of electronic channels of consultation, a lack of confidence that 
information or perspectives submitted will be considered, and the actual speed with 
which policy is made.33

Over the last few years, the government has made a point of creating more 
consultative bodies and opening more legislative ideas to nongovernmental input. 
Critics stress that the resulting debates are usually brief, and that not all relevant 
civil society groups are invited to participate. A multicountry study published by 
the Polish Institute for International Affairs (PISM) in October 2014 reported 
that although Macedonia’s legislative process has become somewhat more open 
to consultation, laws ultimately adopted by the parliament fail to reflect input 
provided by civil society advisers.34 The PISM assessment also noted that bylaws, 
which can have an enormous impact on the implementation of laws, remain 
“a grey area” when it comes to civil society–government consultations. In 2014, 
the Macedonian parliament’s Committee on EU Affairs invited academic and civil 
society organizations to participate in its review of 19 laws related to the National 
Programme for the Adoption of the Acquis Communautaire and an evaluation of 
the use of Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) funds. 
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The government has developed three electronic platforms for engaging civil 
society in the policymaking process. e-Demokratija.mk shares data on final and 
draft strategic documents and hosts forum-based debates and blog content from 
associations and foundations, chambers of commerce, trade unions, and companies.35 
The platform ENER is a national registry of regulations and draft legislation. The 
third site, Nvosorabotka.gov.mk, offers information on the regulatory environment 
for NGOs and available funding. So far, very few civil society organizations appear 
interested in using these platforms. A study of ENER between November 2013 and 
October 2014 showed that such groups made only 28 comments on 15 of the 201 
draft laws published and opened for consultation. Moreover, government ministries 
provided inadequate feedback to comments submitted via online platforms.36

An anticorruption initiative funded by the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) launched a special bulletin called Government Mirror in mid-
2013 to disseminate information about new legislation prepared by the government 
and increase civil society organizations’ participation in public consultations.37 
Among other indicators, the bulletin documents just how frequently laws are 
adopted via expedited procedures.38

Business associations have been more successful than NGOs in influencing 
government policy. In 2014, they were consulted on major changes to most laws 
that might affect the business environment in Macedonia—including those adopted 
with no broader public discussion, such as the Law on Labor Relations.

Civil society remains largely excluded from the central government’s budget-
making process. The state does not publish a pre-budget statement to facilitate 
public debate, and the period for budget discussion by the parliament is short. At 
the local level, the Community Budget Forum instrument, implemented in 52 
of Macedonia’s 80 municipalities, gives civil society and the general public more 
opportunity to offer input on the allocation of municipal funds.

In April 2014, around 70 civil society organizations, together with ministries 
and independent regulatory and oversight bodies, contributed to the development 
of the 2014–2016 National Action Plan for Open Government.39 Under the plan, 
civil society organizations will not only recommend measures for the government 
to implement, but also partner with the government to implement some of them 
directly.40 Only one joint meeting between the parties had taken place by year’s end.

Throughout the year, civil society organizations monitored and disseminated 
information on social and political developments. Useful projects initiated or 
completed during 2014 included a study of transparency and accountability 
of central budget users, a study of corruption in local government,41 a project 
monitoring the work of the parliament and media coverage of its activities,42 and a 
new “platform” of anticorruption experts who will meet regularly.43 

Skopje-based civil society organizations continue to have more capacity and 
success in winning and implementing projects than their counterparts in other 
towns and cities.

Politically active citizens and organizations were especially vocal in opposing 
government-initiated legislation in 2014. In October, the Ministry of Education 
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and Science invited representatives of Macedonia’s universities to consult on a 
package of reforms to higher education. Students and academic professionals almost 
unanimously rejected the proposals, particularly a state exam in the second and 
fourth years of university study that would be administered by the National Board 
for Accreditation and Evaluation, rather than by professors, and the introduction 
of new criteria for university faculty seeking promotions.44 Critics argued that 
these changes would diminish the independence of universities, which is protected 
by the constitution.45 In addition to sending feedback through formal channels, 
students and professors formed “plenums” to organize protests, petitions, and open 
letters to voice their dissatisfaction with the proposed reforms and pressure the 
government to abandon them. Small demonstrations took place throughout the 
country in October and November, and over 12,000 students attended a mass 
protest in Skopje on 10 December. Nevertheless, an unimproved version of the 
reform package came before the parliament for discussion in December. It had yet 
to be voted upon at year’s end.

NGOs and other civil society actors in Macedonia tend to be very politicized 
and polarized, which further undermines their advocacy and oversight roles. 
Likeminded organizations can support completely different measures depending 
on their relationship with the key parties in the country.

As public criticism of government policies escalated, particularly in the third 
quarter of 2014, both the government and the political opposition attempted to 
use public demonstrations to their advantage. Leaders of the opposition SDSM 
took part in the protests and spoke at them as though they were addressing their 
constituents, while progovernment media dismissed protesters as “sorosoidi”46—a 
reference to U.S.-based philanthropist George Soros’s Open Society Foundations, 
which have underwritten NGO activities in Macedonia for nearly two decades.47 
“Plenum” leaders effectively withstood outside attempts to rebrand their movements 
along political or ethnic lines, and the demonstrations did not become political 
rallies. However, 200 professors formed what the media termed a “contra plenum” 
in support of the state-administered university exams.48

A few outspoken civil society activists did join SDSM party commissions 
during the year. The general public distrusts “transitions” from civil society to 
politics, and the progovernment media were quick to exploit the former activists’ 
involvement with SDSM to discredit both the party itself and the civil society 
organizations where they had previously worked.49

Throughout 2014, but especially in the preelection season, institutes linked to 
specific political parties conducted opinion polls and disseminated data designed to 
win public support for their affiliated factions. Two notable examples are VMRO-
DPMNE’s Pavel Shatev Institute and the SDSM-affiliated institute Progres.50 

Current legislation provides few tax breaks for NGOs and sets administrative 
hurdles to accepting donations. The only progress on this front in 2014 was the 
introduction of a new and less burdensome way of invoicing for projects that are 
VAT exempt. State funding of civil society organizations has not yet been fully 
regulated, leaving the sector largely dependent on donor funding.
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Foreign funds remain the main source of financing for Macedonia’s NGOs, 
although many foreign donors have left the country since the country obtained EU 
candidate status, and some have replaced their country presence with regional offices 
elsewhere in the Balkans. Donors frequently take a top-down approach, offering 
funding to local organizations only if their programs and projects match priorities 
established in Washington or Brussels, and are sometimes not sensitive to local 
situations and needs. Local organizations without the administrative capacity to 
bid for large foreign-funded projects remain dependent on funds provided by the 
local self-government units. The small size of these funds seriously constrains the 
organizations’ ability to deliver more professional and service-oriented activities.

In 2014 the state provided around €400,000 in grants to civil society 
organizations. One tranche was allocated in the name of economic growth, EU 
and NATO integration, education, and the fight against crime and corruption. 
The second focused on the evaluation and monitoring of the Ohrid framework, 
and on improving interethnic trust and cooperation in the fields of culture, 
sports, and education.51 A 2014 report by the Skopje-based Macedonian Center 
for International Cooperation (MCIC) showed that over the last three years, 
the Macedonian central budget had allocated some €4 million to associations of 
citizens, unions, religious communities, and political parties.52 At the end of the 
year, the government also opened two draft bylaws regulating the environment for 
civil society organizations to public discussion. One of the laws would establish a 
Council for Civil Society, and the other would regulate public financing of NGOs.

Unions participate regularly in the Economic and Social Council, a tripartite 
institution established in 1996 by agreement between the government, the 
Confederation of Trade Unions, and the Economic Chamber of Macedonia. The 
council facilitates social dialogue in the country and discusses all legal changes 
in the economic and social policy area. In July 2014, trade unions were able to 
influence key decisions such as the level of the minimum wage, though cooperating 
with the government compromised the public’s perception of their independence. 
In late October, the leader of the Confederation of Trade Unions appeared at a 
joint conference with Labor Minister Dime Spasov to announce an increase in the 
minimum wage and legal changes making it harder for employers to circumvent 
the rule.

Other attempts by trade unions to agitate for improved conditions failed under 
apparent government pressure. In September, the Union of Education, Science, 
and Culture (SONK) announced plans for a general strike demanding higher 
wages at the end of the month, but within days of the announcement many of 
the union’s branches had pulled out. SONK president Jakim Nedelkov blamed 
“pure politics and [government] pressure over union membership” for the regional 
branches’ withdrawal.53 The next week, the education and science minister proposed 
legislation that would allow schools to replace striking primary and secondary 
school teachers with special “stand-in” substitutes. SONK denounced the move as 
a further attempt to intimidate its members and prevent striking.54 Legal experts 
also criticized the draft legislation as an unconstitutional limitation on the right 
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to strike. Nevertheless, the provision was passed via an expedited parliamentary 
procedure. When SONK called on students not to attend classes, the Education 
and Science Ministry and the State Education Inspectorate responded by reminding 
parents that school attendance is compulsory and truancy may be punished with 
€1,000–€2,000 fines.55 By year’s end, the strike had largely been defeated. 

Macedonia’s LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) citizens continued 
to face discrimination and occasional violence in 2014. On 23 October, around 
20 hooded assailants vandalized a café in the Old Bazaar area of Skopje to end 
a celebration of the second anniversary of the Center for Support of the LGBT 
Community. Speaking on behalf of the Dutch embassy, which finances the work of 
the center, Ambassador Marriët Schuurman stated that the failure of the authorities 
to react to the violence “creates a perception that this is sponsored, or tolerated in 
the best case, by the government and used as an instrument to make people afraid 
and try to shut people up.”56 Civil society groups continued to fight for sexual 
minorities’ rights amid rising political hostility, initiating petitions to rid school 
curriculums of materials that depict LGBT people as deviant, immoral, or harmful.

Most human rights groups also denounced the government’s 2014 proposal 
to define marriage as a union between a man and a woman via a constitutional 
amendment, accusing the state of “picking into the family life of citizens and working 
against the principles of equality, equity, and the rule of law.”57 The amendment—
championed by parliamentary deputy Vlatko Gorchev (VMRO-DPMNE)—was 
still awaiting its second round of parliamentary approval at year’s end.

Independent Media
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

4.25 4.25 4.25 4.25 4.25 4.50 4.75 4.75 5.00 5.00

Macedonia’s media are increasingly politically polarized and often fail to provide 
objective or balanced reporting. Journalists are poorly paid and usually lack the 
technical resources to cover important stories. Government advertising accounts 
for a large share of the advertising market, contributing to self-censorship; at least 
1 percent of the annual national budget is spent on state advertising campaigns, 
with government-friendly media receiving the bulk of the allocations.58 Media 
freedom analysts have noted the connections between media outlets and their 
owners’ political and business interests, as well as the political bias of the public 
broadcasting service.

At the beginning of 2014, the most prominent media policy debate centered 
on revisions to the new Law on Media and Law on Audio and Audiovisual Media 
Services, which had been adopted in December 2013. Journalists and media 
freedom activists had objected to the laws, which created a new regulator with 
the authority to impose fines and revoke broadcast licenses for content that 
violates vaguely defined criteria. In January 2014, the parliament adopted several 
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amendments proposed by the Journalists’ Association of Macedonia (ZNM). They 
exempted online outlets from the regulations, reduced the obligations of print 
media, and provided assurances that future content restrictions would conform 
to the standards of the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR).59 While the 
ZNM and other critics of the laws welcomed the revisions, they argued that the 
legislation remained problematic.

As part of the January amendments, the ZNM was given a seat on the seven-
member council of the new regulator, the Agency for Audio and Audiovisual 
Media Services, but the same representation was granted to the rival Macedonian 
Association of Journalists (MAN), which is seen as an ally of the government.60 In 
a similar move, the parliament in July amended the Law on Audio and Audiovisual 
Media Services to give the MAN one of the ZNM’s two seats on the program 
council of Macedonian Radio and Television (MRT), the public broadcaster.61

By September the parliament had amended the law a third time, again using 
an accelerated procedure without public debate or consultation with civil society 
groups. The latest changes increased the role of the director of the Agency for Audio 
and Audiovisual Media Services in imposing sanctions on media outlets. They also 
allowed the government to provide 50 percent subsidies for private, domestic film 
productions, including documentaries, which the ZNM criticized as another means 
for the authorities to influence media content and companies.62

The enforcement of media laws and adjudication of cases related to the media 
continued to be selective. During 2014, the owner and editors of Telma TV, one of 
the country’s few independent stations, repeatedly faced fines under the new media 
legislation for alleged infractions including failure to air at least four hours of folk 
music per week.63 In June, the Constitutional Court ruled that the forcible removal of 
journalists from the parliamentary chamber on 24 December 2012, as progovernment 
lawmakers pushed through a controversial budget bill, was not a violation of freedom 
of expression. The ZNM submitted an appeal to the ECtHR in October.64

Journalist Tomislav Kezarovski, who had been sentenced to four and a half years 
in prison in October 2013 for allegedly revealing the identity of a protected witness 
in 2008, remained under house arrest throughout 2014 pending the outcome of 
an appeal. Press freedom organizations reiterated their calls for the charges to be 
dropped,65 arguing in part that the accusations were unfounded and that Kezarovski 
had merely exposed official abuses in the investigation of a murder case.

In September 2014, an appellate court upheld a January civil defamation 
judgment against journalist Vlado Apostolov and editor Jadranka Kostova of the 
independent weekly Fokus. They were ordered to pay €6,000 ($8,000) in damages 
and €3,000 ($4,000) in court costs for defaming Saso Mijalkov, head of the 
Security and Counterintelligence Administration, in a 2013 article. The OSCE 
representative on freedom of the media called the judgment “another example of 
the urgent need for an established ceiling on damages in civil defamation cases to 
prevent the bankruptcy of media outlets.”66 In addition to defamation suits and 
other legal harassment, journalists face verbal attacks, intimidation, and politicized 
or arbitrary dismissals in response to their work.67
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Some journalists encountered obstacles from police while attempting to cover 
protests during the year. On 5 July, Besim Ibrahimi of the daily Lajm was arrested 
for allegedly participating in that month’s ethnic unrest and interfering with police. 
He rejected the claims and was released the next day when a judge denied the 
prosecutor’s request for detention pending an investigation.68 In May, during 
ethnic protests related to the murder in Gjorče Petrov, journalists from Fokus, Nova 
TV, and Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL) were ordered to provide 
identification papers and forced to erase their footage.69

Recent studies have supported observations that the media in general are not 
adequately informing citizens about public affairs, including legislative activity, 
and that content often reflects political polarization or bias.70 For example, the 
progovernment media initially ignored the student-led protests of late 2014, then 
attempted to smear and discredit the movement.71 A journalist who wrote the 2014 
Nations in Transit report on Macedonia was similarly attacked in June.72 Lack of 
professional and objective reporting was also noted surrounding the murder case 
in Gjorče Petrov, contributing to interethnic tensions.73 In February, the editor in 
chief of TV Sitel, a leading private television station, urged ethnic Macedonians 
to vote in large numbers for the ruling party in the April elections so as to stave 
off the policy demands of ethnic Albanians.74 Hate speech in general has been a 
growing problem,75 in both traditional and social media, and a variety of civic 
initiatives have attempted to monitor and combat it.76 A report issued in October 
by the Independent Union of Journalists and Media Workers (SSNM) detailed 
the precarious employment conditions endured by Macedonian journalists. Short-
term contracts, irregular salaries, lack of effective labor rights, and poor protections 
from dismissal for union activity all leave reporters vulnerable to self-censorship 
and editorial pressure from owners, further contributing to bias and low journalistic 
quality in the media.77

The SSNM, the European Commission, and other observers have repeatedly 
cited the government’s use of official advertising to support friendly media outlets 
and encourage self-censorship by others. The government is one of the country’s 
largest advertisers, and its own data show that the allocation of the spending has 
little correlation with the audience shares of the outlets.78

Local Democratic Governance
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75

Since the 2013 local elections, Macedonia has had 80 municipalities, as four 
municipalities—Zajas, Vraneštica, Oslomej, and Drugovo—merged with Kičevo 
at that time. Though much emphasis has been given to the importance of the 
decentralization process called for under the Ohrid Framework Agreement in 2001, 
Macedonia’s local self-government is still controlled by both the central government 
and the leadership of the political parties. Many municipalities lack the capacity to 
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collect taxes that would supplement capital grants from the central government, 
which are often described as insufficient to carry out municipal responsibilities.

VMRO-DPMNE and DUI control the mayoralties in all but 6 of the 80 
municipalities. The opposition SDSM narrowly controls the council of Centar, an 
important municipality within Skopje, and council chairman Miroslav Šipović has 
come under pressure from the authorities. After winning his post in October 2013, 
he had been detained for alleged financial fraud in his previous capacity as head of 
the company Mašino Promet. The detention was extended into 2014, and he was 
transferred to house arrest in May before winning release a month later. In August, 
after Šipović cleared the way for a vote on a controversial development plan that 
was opposed by his own party, there was speculation that he was collaborating with 
the VMRO-DPMNE in exchange for his freedom. In another sign of pressure on 
the opposition-controlled municipality, the 2014 EU progress report noted that 
Centar was subject to a disproportionate number of inspections by state agencies.

The start of the heating season revealed a failure in school management in Struga 
and Kičevo. The schools are managed by the municipalities and receive regular 
earmarked grants from the central government for heating and other utilities, but 
the schools in Kičevo and Struga failed to pay their utility bills, prompting a cut in 
service. Media reports attributed the problem in part to overemployment, which 
led the schools to use the earmarked grants for salaries.79 In the second phase of 
decentralization, the central government had transferred responsibility for firing 
and hiring of school staff to the municipalities. While Struga municipality took 
over its schools’ debts, the Ministry of Education approved emergency funds for 
Kičevo after that municipality requested help.80

The municipalities continue to struggle with fiscal decentralization. In this 
respect one municipality, Plasnica, has not yet entered into the second phase of 
decentralization. The Association of the Units of Local Self-Government (ZELS) 
report on municipal finances for 2013 showed that central government transfers 
remained the largest portion of municipal budgets (over 50 percent), total municipal 
income decreased by 5 percent, and municipal debt increased by 28 percent.81 The 
collection of local taxes is expected to increase with the legalization of illegally built 
property, an ongoing process that is set to be finalized in the next four years. 

Among other measures designed to improve local governance, a UN 
Development Programme project is introducing a range of new tools for 25 
municipalities, such as a methodology for measuring susceptibility to corruption 
(Responsibility, Transparency, and Accountability Index); a Code of Ethics for 
Local Government Officials, which is adopted by municipal councils; and quality 
management standards in pilot municipalities.

A survey released in July 2014 by the Institute for Democracy Societas Civilis–
Skopje (IDSCS) showed that while the majority of citizens believe their local 
administration has some level of transparency (54.6 percent), only 13.2 percent 
credited it with the highest level of transparency, and a minority of 41.8 percent 
of respondents said the public procurement processes are either fully or somewhat 
transparent. The perception that nepotism is present in local administration hiring 
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was shared by one-third of the respondents (32.6 percent), but the perception that 
the process of employment is open only for people close to the local ruling party 
was rather high at 64.7 percent. The perception of corruption at the local level was 
also high, with 74.7 percent of respondents selecting the three worst of five options 
in answer to this question; the response on conflict of interest was similar at 72.8 
percent.82

Civil society monitoring of local budget transparency in the first quarter of 2014 
found that a majority of local governments were publishing budget information 
(54 out of 80 municipalities), but that some did not have functional websites and 
therefore did not comply with the legal requirement to post their budgets on such 
a site, even if they responded to researchers’ requests for public information.83 The 
national government and a civil society network are both implementing plans 
to increase the use of information and communication technologies for open-
government practices at the local level.84

Air pollution remained a major concern in 2014, with citizens demanding 
action from local authorities. In March, the government gave the industrial 
companies Makstil and Jugohrom another six months to comply with the European 
standards for air pollution and thereby obtain an A-integrated license. Activists 
organized protests and campaigning against air pollution through mainstream 
and social media the following month. In response to the concerns of citizens, 
the city of Skopje adopted several measures aimed at decreasing air pollution, 
such as managing traffic in the municipality, but these were seen as insufficient. 
When the six-month deadline expired on 1 November, the central government 
decided to suspend operations at Makstil and reduce production at Jugohrom until 
improvements could be made. Monitoring of air quality in the course of November 
and December again showed disturbing results, which led to the development of a 
mobile application for tracking pollution levels; citizens have increasingly used it 
to pressure local governments to adopt effective measures for improved air quality.

A recent study by ZELS concluded that 97 percent of municipalities are 
knowledgeable about the availability of EU funds, and over 80 percent of them 
have applied for funding to increase their financial sustainability, but only about 
two-thirds were successful in securing funds.85 Although this seems like a significant 
absorption capacity, it should be noted that not only were the applications developed 
by consulting companies, but the projects were implemented by additionally hired 
project staff, which suggests a considerable lack of existing capacity for attracting 
EU funds for local development.

Judicial Framework and Independence
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

3.75 3.75 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.25 4.25 4.25

Macedonia’s judiciary has demonstrated progress toward EU standards over the past 
decade in terms of legislation and institutional structure. However, the 2014 EU 
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progress report emphasized that “the country is now in an advanced phase requiring 
more complex and challenging improvements … relating to independence and 
quality of justice.”86 One of the main challenges it identified was the selective 
enforcement of laws and the perception of improper influence over judicial 
decisions.

Macedonia has yet to sign and ratify the Council of Europe’s European 
Convention on the International Validity of Criminal Judgments, which allows 
one state to enforce a sentence imposed by another under certain circumstances. 

The number of Macedonian appeals to the ECtHR remained fairly high 
compared with other countries on a per capita basis in 2014, though it declined 
somewhat from a spike in 2013.87 The frequency of appeals and the judgements 
awarded to citizens, which amounted to more than €482,000 ($643,000) in 
2013,88 suggest that the country’s own judicial system does not provide adequate 
protections against human rights violations. The package of constitutional changes 
proposed by the government in 2014 included an expansion of the Constitutional 
Court’s ability to hear human rights complaints. The Venice Commission welcomed 
this proposal in an October opinion, but noted some concerns, including the fact 
that the mechanism still applied to a closed list of rights instead of being covered by 
a general clause, meaning some basic rights would be excluded.89 

There were no new amendments to the legal framework with regard to the 
appointment of judges, but monitoring of the work of the Judicial Council showed 
that existing legal requirements for appointments—for example the standards for 
training and experience—were not applied.90 No progress was achieved in reforming 
the career system for judges. The security of tenure was not strengthened, and this 
was assessed in the EU progress report as a potential threat to judges’ independence.

The work of the judiciary in 2014 was marked by three notable decisions in the 
area of human rights. They are of particular importance for the implementation of 
an antidiscrimination law that was adopted in 2010 in an effort to align Macedonian 
legislation with EU standards. First, in May, a Skopje court ruled on a case in which 
the Macedonian Young Lawyers’ Association accused the border police of racially 
profiling Roma and stopping them from traveling abroad under the assumption 
that they would improperly seek asylum in EU member states. The court found 
that the authorities had illegally discriminated against the plaintiff represented by 
the lawyers’ association, who was prevented from leaving the country in June 2013.

Following this ruling, in late June 2014 the Constitutional Court upheld a 
complaint from the European Roma Rights Centre and struck down sections of 
the Law on Travel Documents that allowed the authorities to revoke the passports 
of people who had been expelled from another country, meaning they could no 
longer travel to any other country. In this judgment, the court applied a decision of 
the ECtHR, which is rather rare for Macedonian courts. In October, for instance, 
the Constitutional Court declined to apply ECtHR case law in rejecting a legal 
challenge to strict rules on abortion that had been enacted in 2013.

In the year’s third important antidiscrimination ruling, a court in July upheld 
another complaint brought by the Macedonian Young Lawyers’ Association, this 
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time in the area of labor rights. The defendant was found to have discriminated 
against the plaintiff, an employee, partly by withholding his salary after he 
successfully challenged his earlier dismissal and returned to work.

Although the legal and institutional structure of the courts may have improved 
over the long term, there are still “claims of indirect political influence on the conduct 
and outcome of high-profile court proceedings, especially in respect of organised 
crime and corruption prosecutions, as well as cases involving political personalities 
and the media.”91 The most politically fraught case of 2014 involved Prime Minister 
Gruevski and SDSM leader Zoran Zaev. During the campaign for the elections, 
Zaev’s party released a lengthy recording of a telephone call in which, according to 
the opposition, Gruevski could be heard discussing the 2004 sale of Makedonska 
Banka with a VMRO-DPMNE party official and the Serbian businessman who 
acquired the bank. Citing the recording and other evidence, Zaev said Gruevski 
had taken a large bribe to expedite the deal. In July, chief public prosecutor Marko 
Zvrlevski said there were no legal grounds for opening an investigation into 
Gruevski because more than 10 years had passed since the incident.92 However, 
Gruevski decided to sue Zaev for slander, initially seeking €500,000 ($667,000) 
in damages, later reduced to €50,000. In September the court ruled in favor of the 
prime minister, having rejected the audio recording as evidence and refusing to call 
the ruling party official, Den Doncev, as a witness. Testimony was allowed from 
the businessman, Jovica Stefanović, who denied knowing Gruevski or anyone else 
involved in the case.

In October, at least 13 judges and a dozen other employees from the minor 
offenses department at the Basic Court Skopje 1 were arrested for negligent service, 
having allegedly failed to deliver written rulings in a series of cases, meaning some 
€1.1 million ($1.5 million) in fines could not be imposed. The SDSM criticized the 
arrests as an infringement of judicial independence, arguing that the matter should 
have been addressed to the Judicial Council, which is responsible for supervising 
judges.93

In a monitoring report released in July, the Macedonian Helsinki Committee 
noted a range of problems in the criminal justice system, including overcrowding 
and poor living conditions in pretrial detention centers.94 The national ombudsman 
also reported various shortcomings, such as old and poorly equipped detention 
areas in police stations that lacked heating and cooling systems.95

In an effort to address concerns about selective enforcement of laws, in 2014 
the government proposed changes to the criminal code that would allow for the 
adoption of authoritative sentencing guidelines.96 The Bar Association and the 
public prosecutor criticized the new “rulebook” for limiting the independence 
of the judiciary and interfering in the work of the judges by strictly regulating 
sentencing. In response to this pushback, the government submitted a new bill for 
public consultation in December that would supersede the rulebook’s sentencing 
guidelines.97 
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Corruption
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

4.75 4.75 4.50 4.25 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.25 4.25

Although nearly every government in independent Macedonia’s history has claimed 
to prioritize the fight against corruption, graft remains widespread. Year after year, 
EU progress reports criticize the administrative capacity and the actual activities of 
agencies tasked with enforcing anticorruption laws.

A report issued by the Council of Europe’s Group of States against Corruption 
(GRECO) in March 2014 found that the legal and regulatory framework governing 
conflicts of interest and asset declarations among elected officials, judges, and 
prosecutors was not being observed in practice, and called for improvements in 
compliance and monitoring mechanisms. The report also cited undue interference 
in judicial appointment and disciplinary procedures, and lack of transparency in 
the decisions of the Judicial Council. The State Commission for the Prevention of 
Corruption (SCPC) was criticized for failing to pursue cases proactively, and for a 
perceived lack of impartiality. The report described severe staffing and budgetary 
restrictions that effectively hampered the commission’s work; in the period 
under review, just two staff members were tasked with verifying over 1,000 asset 
declarations each year.98

The 2014 EU progress report made similar observations, finding that even 
though the legal framework was brought into line with European legislation in 
the past several years, implementation is still lagging. For example, it noted that 
although the SCPC has brought dozens of misdemeanor cases against public 
officials for failure to submit asset declarations or statements of interest, the courts 
rarely apply the strongest penalties, meaning there is little deterrent effect.99 Beyond 
the EU, Macedonia has yet to ratify the OECD Convention on Combating Bribery 
of Foreign Public Officials in International Business Transactions.

The government in 2014 proposed amendments to the anticorruption law 
that would provide for the protection of whistle-blowers, but they had not been 
adopted at year’s end. Transparency International Macedonia had raised a number 
of concerns about the draft legislation, arguing that it relied too heavily on the 
SCPC, despite its lack of resources and public trust. It was also unclear when or 
whether whistle-blowers would be permitted to make their accusations public 
without fear of legal repercussions.100

A number of significant corruption cases came to light during 2014. In January 
the SDSM revealed that public tenders for the purchase of medical equipment worth 
€1 million ($1.3 million) had been awarded to a company linked to an editor at TV 
Sitel, the progovernment television station.101 Separately, in April, three police officers, 
including the deputy head of internal affairs in Ohrid, were arrested on suspicion of 
involvement in the trafficking of women from Albania to work as prostitutes.

After the April parliamentary elections, Transparency International Macedonia 
filed criminal charges against the VMRO-DPMNE and DUI for making illegal 
cash payments during the campaign and misusing the funds of municipalities and 
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public companies for political purposes. The group said it was also suing the DUI 
for similar abuses during the 2013 local elections.102

In May, prominent ophthalmologist Dejan Stavric was sentenced to one year in 
prison for bribery after an unusually brief trial. Police had found marked banknotes 
in his possession. Some observers interpreted the arrest as revenge for Stavric’s role 
in leading a doctors’ strike in 2012 that stopped a proposed reform of the health 
sector’s wage structure.

Also in May, the SDSM filed corruption charges against Interior Minister 
Gordana Jankuloska, accusing her of misuse of office and tax evasion for illegally 
accepting a cash donation of €80,000 ($107,000) on behalf of the VMRO-
DPMNE in 2006. The prosecution service announced in August that it would not 
investigate the case because there was no evidence of a crime. The SDSM criticized 
the chief prosecutor for disregarding documentary evidence and dropping the case 
without examining witnesses.103

In September an appellate court upheld the 2008 conviction of former SDSM 
prime minister Vlado Bučkovski for misusing funds for procurement of spare parts 
for tanks while he was serving as defense minister in 2001, though the sentence was 
reduced to two years in prison from three.

In late October the police arrested several businessmen and former Defense 
Ministry officials for alleged corruption and money laundering linked to a contract 
to service six military helicopters. Investigators said that some $2.76 million in 
public funds had been siphoned off between 2005 and 2007 through a network of 
companies based in Macedonia, Bulgaria, Cyprus, and Britain.

In November former Ohrid mayor Aleksandar Petreski and 13 other suspects 
were arrested for allegedly operating an organized crime ring that embezzled 
€2 million ($2.7 million) from the municipal budget through false procurement 
contracts between 2007 and 2013.104 

An in-depth study of corruption in Macedonia, published by the MCIC in 
October 2014,105 drew on surveys of citizens and business representatives that 
were designed to capture experience with, attitudes toward, and perceptions of 
corruption. It found that “while Macedonia has made steady progress in corruption 
perceptions, the levels of corruption pressure and victimization remain similar to 
a decade ago,” suggesting that the public is “prone to accepting corruption as a 
social norm.” Among other findings, the study reported that businesspeople rarely 
take action after witnessing corruption, filing lawsuits in just 0.25 percent of cases, 
and that the share of procurement spending issued without open competition has 
grown in recent years.
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