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Mileva GJUROVSKA1  

 

THE RULE OF LAW IN THE REPUBLIC OF NORTH 

MACEDONIA IN THE CONTEXT OF THE EUROPEAN RULE OF 

LAW MECHANISM 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This document endeavors to offer a comprehensive and in-depth 

examination of the rule of law within the European Union. It employs a com-

parative methodology to analyze diverse patterns, practices, and challenges 

present in both Member States and candidate countries. This approach 

holds particular significance for the Republic of North Macedonia and other 

candidate nations, underscoring the pivotal role of the rule of law not solely 

as a legal and normative principle but also in its practical and functional di-

mensions. Furthermore, it highlights that the challenges pertaining to the 

rule of law are encountered by many Member States, ranging from those ex-

hibiting a significant deviation from democratic principles to those demon-

strating robust democratic capabilities.  

This document attempts to provide the Macedonian public with a 

comparative analysis of the current state in both the Member States and EU 

candidate countries, with a particular focus on the Republic of North Maced-

onia. The primary objective is to elucidate the Mechanism for the Rule of Eu-

ropean Union Law, its implementation, and its significance in the operatio-

nal framework of the Union, as well as its role in the broader context of Euro-

pean integration. 

The Rule of Law Mechanism serves as a fundamental tool of the Eu-

ropean Commission for overseeing, preempting, and rectifying systemic defi-

ciencies in the judiciary, anti-corruption measures, media freedom, and ins-

titutional transparency. 

The term "Mechanism" underscores its instrumental character and 

diverse range of functions, with its sustained utilization geared towards gua-

                                                           
1 Professor at the Faculty of Philosophy, Institute of Sociology, National Coordinator of the 

National Convention on the European Union in the Republic of North Macedonia and 

President of the European Movement – EMMK.  
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ranteeing the uniform enforcement of core principles across the European 

Union. 

The EU Annual Rule of Law Report serves as a pivotal component 

within the Mechanism for evaluating the conditions in Member States and 

candidates. It offers a comprehensive comparative analysis, enabling an 

examination of the Republic of North Macedonia's standing in comparison to 

other European nations. 

The interest in the Rule of Law Mechanism of the European Union 

notably surged in the Republic of North Macedonia and other nations in the 

Western Balkans region during 2023/2024. This heightened interest follo-

wed the decision to encompass these countries within the scope of the Mec-

hanism.  

The findings of the Rule of Law reports within the Mechanism are 

presented in a sublimated manner, with supported arguments from perti-

nent sources and comparative analysis. 

The civil sector in the Republic of North Macedonia has demonstra-

ted significant interest in the Rule of Law Mechanism, acknowledging its sig-

nificance as a crucial tool for promoting the rule of law and enhancing de-

mocratic processes. In this context, the National Convention on the Europe-

an Union in the Republic of North Macedonia (NCEU-MK) has actively enga-

ged in both national and regional endeavors to advocate for its recognition 

and advancement. 

In 2024, a collaborative session took place within the Working Gro-

ups on Chapter 23 (Judiciary and Fundamental Rights) and Chapter 24 (Jus-

tice, Freedom, and Security), focusing on the subject: “Fundamental rights, 

justice, and freedoms from the perspective of the Rule of Law Mechanism of 

the European Union.” This event garnered significant interest and fostered 

dialogue among all relevant stakeholders, despite the Rule of Law Report for 

candidate countries not being published at that juncture.2  

In 2024, NCEU-MK conducted eight sessions within the three wor-

king groups of Cluster 1 – Fundamental Values, concentrating on contempo-

rary matters concerning the rule of law. The discussions engaged over 250 

representatives from institutions, the judiciary, civil society organizations, 

and other relevant entities. Subsequently, more than 60 recommendations 

were endorsed and presented to policymakers. These consensus-based re-

commendations serve as a framework for the comprehensive analysis that 

ensues.  

                                                           
2 13th Session of Working Group 3, Judiciary and Fundamental Rights – 26 April 2024. The 

theme of the session was: “Fundamental rights, justice, and freedoms through the prism of 

the rule of law mechanism of the European Union.” 

https://nkeu.mk/2024/03/28/trinaesetta-sesija-na-rabotna-grupa-4-poglavje-24-pravda-sloboda-i-bezbednost-temelni-prava-pravda-i-slobodi-preku-prizmata-na-mehanizmot-za-vladeene-na-pravoto-na-evropskata-unija/
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In December 2024, the 7th Plenary Conference of the NCEU-MK 

took place, with participation from representatives of institutions and nati-

onal and regional experts from the Western Balkans. This gathering faci-

litated the identification of shared conclusions and enabled an examination 

of the disparities in the rule of law status across the region, as outlined in 

the conclusions of this document.  

Furthermore, as part of the regional citizens' initiatives in the Wes-

tern Balkans under the project "Make Justice Rule the Region," supported by 

the Kingdom of the Netherlands (MATRA), a conference was convened on 

the subject: "Reflections on the Rule of EU Law Mechanism and its appli-

cation in the candidate countries of the Western Balkans."  

This two-day conference played a significant role in promoting the 

Rule of Law Mechanism, which was still relatively unfamiliar to the general 

public in the region at that time. The event facilitated constructive discussi-

ons among civil society representatives, judicial experts, and international 

partners, aiming to enhance the comprehension and adaptation of the 

mechanism to the local context.3 

 

1. THE RULE OF LAW – A FUNDAMENTAL VALUE IN EUROPEAN 

CONSTRUCTION AND EUROPEAN INTEGRATION 

 

Undeniably, while the European Union does not have a formally defi-

ned hierarchy of values, the rule of law holds significant importance as a 

foundational value with inherent meaning, as outlined in the Treaties of the 

Union.4 The assertion that the rule of law is an inherently European concept 

that is progressively extending globally and attaining constitutional recog-

nition is a viewpoint that has been put forth.5 The acknowledgment of the 

rule of law as a fundamental principle for the operation of the Community 

and the cornerstone for the endurance of its institutions is crucial. The adhe-

rence to laws by Member States, as well as those seeking membership, 

forms the very foundation for fostering mutual trust. 

                                                           
3 The objective of the project is to enhance regional networks and foster regional dialogue to 

facilitate the exchange of best practices and expertise on the rule of law and other pertinent 

topics related to the EU membership negotiation process. The project partners include the 

National Convention the EU of North Macedonia, the National Convention - Serbia, and the 

National Convention - Albania. The project commenced in December 2022.  
4 In Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union, Official Journal of the EU, C 326/13, and 

Lisbon Treaty (2009)  Treaty of Lisbon, Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, 2010. 
5 Philip Marsden, Checks and balances: EU competition law and the rule of law, British 

Institute of International and Comparative Law. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:2bf140bf-a3f8-4ab2-b506-fd71826e6da6.0023.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://www.sep.gov.mk/data/file/Publikacii/Dogovor%20od%20Lisabon(1).pdf
https://www.biicl.org/files/4080_checks_and_balances_%28marsden%29.pdf
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The inquiry “Who will guard the very guards?” (Quis custodiet ipsos 

custodes) encapsulates a significant question raised by the concept of the 

rule of law. This dilemma, rooted in ancient philosophical discourse, persists 

as a pertinent consideration in modern democratic systems.6 

The principles of justice, freedom, and security form the bedrock of 

the legal-philosophical underpinning of the rule of law, underscoring its fun-

ction as a safeguard against arbitrary authority. The rule of law acts as a bar-

rier against the misuse of authority, ensuring governance founded on adhe-

rence to the law, legal predictability, and institutional responsibility. Within 

this framework, the concept of legality signifies adherence to the rule of law 

rather than the rule of individuals, and the restriction of state authority by le-

gal constraints.7  

“In order to avert the transformation of a political majority into a ty-

rannical force that hinders the preservation of freedom and justice for all, it 

is imperative to safeguard fundamental rights and uphold the rule of law. 

The rule of law, democratic values, and the safeguarding of fundamental 

rights are intricately interconnected, such that the existence of one is inse-

parable from the other two.”8  

From a sociological viewpoint, the examination of the rule of law en-

tails assessing the degree to which legal norms are adhered to in daily inter-

actions and determining whether citizens, institutions, and elites perceive 

the legal system as legitimate. The correlation between the formal establish-

ment of laws and their practical enforcement serves as a crucial gauge of 

the rule of law.9  

Analysts have observed that the concept of the rule of law is subject 

to diverse interpretations and applications, causing it to take on the charac-

teristics of a “chameleon” — capable of signifying everything, yet nothing at 

                                                           
6 Ibid. 
7 Renata Treneska Deskoska, Jelena Trajkovska-Hristovska, Marko Krtolica, Friedrich Ebert 

Foundation, Political System, 2023. "The principle of legality in the legal-philosophical sense 

excludes: the rule of personal authority (the cult of personality), arbitrary power, the monopoly 

of various elites, leaders, informal groups, and extra-constitutional factors of social power" (p. 

88).  
8 Koen Lenaerts, On Checks and Balances: The Rule of Law Within The EU, Special Issues, 

Columbia Journal of European Law, Vol. 29/2 . 
9 Mileva Gjurovska, Sociology, Faculty of Philosophy, 2014, 2nd edition. According to sociolo-

gist Max Weber, legitimacy pertains to what is acknowledged and endorsed by citizens, speci-

fically the recognition of laws as the normative framework for conduct within society. In con-

trast, Emile Durkheim posits that a state of non-compliance with laws indicates either defi-

ciencies in the laws themselves or a lack of authority within institutions to effectively enforce 

them.  

https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/skopje/20599.pdf
https://cjel.law.columbia.edu/files/2023/04/7.-LENAERTS-SPECIAL-ISSUE-PROOF.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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the same time. This phenomenon highlights the risk of the term losing its 

significance due to potential ideological exploitation and overuse.10  

In political discourse, the rule of law serves as a pivotal benchmark 

for evaluating the democratic advancement of a nation. Entities like the Eur-

opean Union emphasize the rule of law as a fundamental prerequisite for 

European integration. Moreover, political figures frequently leverage this 

concept as a rhetorical tool in public discussions to justify specific reforms 

or policies. Conversely, in authoritarian systems, there is a tendency to su-

perficially reference the rule of law for symbolic purposes, while in reality, it 

often takes a backseat to the political agendas of the ruling structures. 

The principle of the rule of law includes: 

- adherence to laws,  

- certainty in legal matters,  

- prevention of arbitrary exercise of government authority,  

- presence of unbiased and autonomous courts,  

- efficient scrutiny by the judiciary, ensuring the protection of 

fundamental rights, and  

- equal treatment of all individuals under the legal system.11  

The European Union possesses a distinctive legal identity known as 

the Acquis Communautaire, encompassing the collective legislation, legal 

acts, and rulings of the European Court of Justice that constitute European 

Union law as such.  

In reference to the hierarchy outlined in Article 2 of the Treaty on 

European Union (TEU) regarding the significance of the EU legal framework 

and Article 4 concerning the national legal identities of Member States, the 

principle of subsidiarity as stipulated in Article 3 comes into effect. Accor-

ding to this principle, national laws supersede European legislation in cases 

where EU decisions do not align with opportunities at the national, regional, 

or local levels. Central to the European community is the provision for safe-

guarding national identity, emphasizing the existence of an inviolable nati-

onal core that must be shielded from Europeanization. 

 The founding treaties of the European Union establish a detailed re-

gulating framework that expects national judicial systems to adopt and im-

plement, provided they are operating effectively in alignment with the funda-

mental tenets of the rule of law. Special attention is directed towards en-

                                                           
10 Renata Treneska Deskoska, Jelena Trajkovska-Hristovska, Marko Krtolica, Friedrich Ebert 

Foundation, Political System, 2023. 
11 Laurent Pech, The Rule of Laws a Well-Established and Well-Defined Principle of EU Law, 

SpringerLink, Volume 14, pages 107–138, (2022). 

https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/skopje/20599.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40803-022-00176-8
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suring the independence and impartiality of judges, prosecutors, and other 

stakeholders within the judicial system. 

According to analyses, the European Union has established its own 

constitutional framework centered around the Court of Justice of the Euro-

pean Union, which serves to uphold and safeguard fundamental values. The 

legal architecture of the EU entails that Member States engage in legal rela-

tionships that encompass the interplay of two fundamental principles – mu-

tual trust and recognition.12 Indeed, within the constitutional architecture of 

the European Union, national courts hold significant importance. They form 

an integral part of the Union's integrated justice system and are responsible 

for ensuring the effective implementation of EU law at the national level.13  

Following the EU's major enlargement in 2004, with the accession of 

12 new Member States with different legal traditions, it became apparent 

that certain states were not guided by the principles of the rule of law. These 

countries have been criticized domestically and internationally for:  

- the capture of public media outlets by individuals or institutions 

close to government structures,  

- arbitrarily diverting public funds to governmental and non-

governmental organizations,  

- nepotism in state-owned companies,  

- violation of single market rules, and  

- political intrusion into university curricula.  

The most serious problem was addressed to the erosion of the syste-

mic foundations of the state – the separation of powers and the indepen-

dence of the judiciary, which prompted the European institutions to take ri-

gorous measures to protect the rule of law. In Poland, for example, judicial 

reforms have led to significant political influence over the selection and ap-

pointment of judges and prosecutors, and the Ministry of Justice has been a 

key factor in staffing. The Judicial Council, instead of protecting the judiciary 

from political pressures, transformed itself into a body dominated by politi-

cally appointed judicial officials. 

                                                           
12 Koen Lenaerts, On Checks and Balances: The Rule of Law within the EU. 
13 The legal system of the European Union is a remarkable and distinctive achievement. It 

harmonizes civil and customary law within the framework of public international law, thereby 

enforcing a specialized form of administrative law. The legal framework of the European Uni-

on effectively integrates various legal cultures and traditions, considering the different stages 

of economic development, levels of market concentration, diverse approaches to compe-

tition, and various practices of abuse. This dynamic structure is continuously adjusted to ma-

intain legal cohesion and uniformity across all Member States. Borrowed from: Checks and 

balances: EU competition law and the rule of law, Dr Philip Marsden British, Institute of Inter-

national and Comparative Law, p.1.  

https://cjel.law.columbia.edu/files/2023/04/7.-LENAERTS-SPECIAL-ISSUE-PROOF.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.biicl.org/files/4080_checks_and_balances_%28marsden%29.pdf
https://www.biicl.org/files/4080_checks_and_balances_%28marsden%29.pdf
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Similar problems were observed in Hungary as well as in other Mem-

ber States, prompting the European Commission to seek appropriate mec-

hanisms to protect the rule of law across the EU. One of the key instruments 

in this process was the so-called Rule of Law Mechanism, which continuous-

ly assesses the situation and provides tools for their improvement.14  

 

2. THE EUROPEAN UNION RULE OF LAW IMPORTANCE AND THE RULE 

OF LAW MECHANISM GENESIS 

  

The acknowledgment that the principle of the rule of law serves as a 

cornerstone of the European Union primarily signifies a legal framework 

where no individual holds superiority over the law. The integrity and auto-

nomy of the judicial system are crucial for the effective operation of the Eu-

ropean single market, while trust and political unity among Member States 

form the basis for transparency and answerability.15 

Deficiencies in upholding the rule of law frequently result in chal-

lenges to the autonomy of the judiciary, arbitrary or illegal actions by autho-

rities, restricted access to justice, inefficiencies within judicial bodies, and 

the failure to enforce rulings from superior courts. 

The rule of law ensures that individuals in public positions adhere to 

legal standards and are overseen by impartial judicial bodies. It is founded 

on the concept of the separation of powers, which serves as a cornerstone 

for fostering stability and democracy within the European Union. 

Before being utilized to enhance the legal system of the EU, the con-

cept of the rule of law presented a significant obstacle for candidate count-

ries undergoing continuous monitoring and assessment in this regard.16 The 

complexity of this challenge heightened following the extensive enlargement 

of the EU in 2004, with ten new countries, predominantly from the former 

socialist bloc, acceding to the Union. The very subsequent admission of Ro-

mania and Bulgaria in 2007 duly emphasized the necessity for enhanced 

                                                           
14 Ibid.  
15 Zselike Csaky, The EU and the Rule of Law: Much Movement, Little Change, Center for 

European Reform, 7 October 2024. As per the judgments of the Court of Justice in 2006, 

“judicial independence” is recognized as an autonomous concept of EU law. It signifies that 

judges must be safeguarded from any external influence that could endanger their ability to 

make independent judgments.  
16 Taken from the Report of the 13th session of Working Group 3, Judiciary and Fundamental 

Rights prepared by Aleksandra Deanoska Trendafilova – coordinator of this working group. 

For more details on the new negotiating framework, see: EU Accession process, step by step, 

October 2022.  

https://www.cer.eu/personnel/zselyke-csaky
https://www.cer.eu/insights/eu-and-rule-law-much-movement-little-change?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://euneighbourseast.eu/news/publications/eu-accession-process-step-by-step/
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monitoring mechanisms to oversee reforms, leading to the implementation 

of more stringent criteria and robust monitoring measures.  

The 2020 New Negotiating Framework outlined the rule of law and 

justice as pivotal criteria for accession. Consequently, Chapter 23 – Judicia-

ry and Fundamental Rights, Chapter 24 – Justice, Freedom and Security, 

Chapter 5 – Public Procurement, Chapter 18 – Statistics, and Chapter 32 – 

Financial Control were designated with special significance in the accession 

negotiation process. Reforms in these domains were deemed crucial for rei-

nforcing the rule of law, particularly in combating corruption, which persists 

as a significant challenge in the accession process. 

Over time, the rule of law mechanisms, initially set as criteria in the 

accession framework for candidate countries, have evolved to serve as the 

blueprint for the EU's internal mechanisms for monitoring and safeguarding 

the rule of law within its Member States. This evolution has culminated in 

the establishment of permanent assessment mechanisms, such as the Eu-

ropean Commission's Annual Rule of Law Report, which diligently monitors 

the state of affairs of rule of law in all Member States of the Union.  

In 2019, intensified and sustained efforts to establish a dedicated 

mechanism for reinforcing the rule of law within the EU emerged in response 

to crises unfolding in several Member States, most notably in Poland and 

Hungary. During this period, the European Commission recognized the ur-

gent need to address these developments by introducing instruments that 

would be uniformly applicable across all Member States.17 The impetus for 

this initiative was largely driven by rulings from the European Court of Jus-

tice, which emphasized that non-compliance with the rule of law has signifi-

cant implications for the Union’s budget18. Acting in its role as the guardian 

of the rule of law, the European Commission began preparations19 for the 

development and implementation of a rule of law mechanism, which was 

subsequently incorporated into the Multiannual Financial Framework 

(2021–2027).20  

While the constituent treaties of the European Union establish expli-

cit guidelines concerning the rule of law, there has been a longstanding as-

                                                           
17 Molly O’Neal, The European Commission’s Enhanced Rule of Law Mechanism  
18 Further strengthening the Rule of Law within the Union, State of play and possible next 

steps, Communication from the Comission to the European Parliament, the European Council 

and the Council, 2019. 
19 Further strengthening the Rule of Law within the Union, State of play and possible next 

steps, Communication from the Comission to the European Parliament, the European Council 

and the Council, 2019. 
20 Regulation (EU, Euratom) 2020/2092 Of the European Parliament and of the Council  

of 16 December 2020, on a general regime of conditionality for the protection of the Union 

budget. 

https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2019C48/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM%3A2019%3A343%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM%3A2019%3A343%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM%3A2019%3A343%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM%3A2019%3A343%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2020/2092/oj
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sumption that all Member States consistently uphold this principle without 

compromise.21 Certain occurrences concerning the independence of the ju-

diciary, the operations of constitutional courts, and the exertion of political 

influence on state institutions have indicated that the rule of law is not gu-

aranteed. 

Following the 2008 economic crisis, significant concerns emerged 

within the European public. Several Member States faced challenges to the 

autonomy of their judiciary, characterized by political influence on judges 

and instances of politically motivated legal proceedings. Additionally, disru-

ptions in the operations of constitutional courts were observed, with some 

countries experiencing political interferences that undermined the courts' 

essential role as protectors of constitutional integrity.22 

The foundation of the new rule of law mechanism was established 

through the Rule of Law Framework, which was adopted in 2014. Further-

more, the judgments of the European Court of Justice emphasized the im-

portance of national courts adhering to EU legal principles regarding judicial 

independence and the separation of powers.23  

The Mechanism was developed through a structured dialogue that 

involved various stakeholders such as EU institutions, Member States, inter-

national organizations, judicial networks, civil society, and academia. These 

discussions resulted in the consensus that a more robust tool was necessa-

ry to safeguard the rule of law within the EU. From 2014 to 2019, the Euro-

pean Parliament, the Council of the EU, and other key institutions conducted 

regular thematic meetings on the rule of law. This debate extended to all 

Member States and culminated in the formulation of recommendations that 

defined three fundamental pillars:  

a) promotion – increasing public awareness of the rule of law;  

b) prevention – early detection and prevention of disturbances; 

and  

c) response – establishing mechanisms to address violations. 

                                                           
21 Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU) lays down the foundation that the Union is 

built upon common values such as democracy, the rule of law, and respect for fundamental 

rights. Furthermore, Article 19 of the TEU imposes an obligation on national courts to gua-

rantee the complete implementation of EU law, with the provision of effective judicial pro-

tection by independent courts being a crucial element of the rule of law, as stipulated in 

Article 19(1). 
22 Further strengthening the Rule of Law within the Union, State of play and possible next 

steps, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European 

Council and the Council, 2019.  
23 The Rule of Law Framework 2014. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM%3A2019%3A343%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM%3A2019%3A343%3AFIN
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_14_237
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In 2019, a dedicated Eurobarometer survey on the rule of law was 

conducted. The findings revealed that 80% of citizens in the Member States 

acknowledged the significance of the rule of law, with 57% expressing dissa-

tisfaction with the state of affairs in their respective countries and advoca-

ting for specific actions to be implemented across all 17 indicators establis-

hed to assess the rule of law. The urgency to enhance the rule of law recei-

ved a rating of 8.51 out of 10 points, indicating a strong consensus on the 

necessity to reinforce this fundamental principle.24 The data from the 2019 

Eurobarometer survey serve as compelling evidence to support the imple-

mentation of appropriate initiatives aimed at enhancing the rule of law ac-

ross the European Union.  

 The development of the Rule of Law Mechanism progressed at an 

accelerated pace.25 In 2022, the European Union's initiatives to address vio-

lations of the rule of law advanced at a swift and progressive rate, with par-

ticular emphasis on Poland and Hungary. In Poland, the situation was mar-

ked by significant political influence over the judiciary, which compromised 

the independence of judges. This dynamic was exacerbated by the introduc-

tion of stringent disciplinary measures aimed at intimidating judges. Such 

conditions have been meticulously documented and condemned by both the 

European Court of Justice and the European Court of Human Rights. Notab-

ly, Poland's Constitutional Court in 2023 dismissed all judgments from Euro-

pean courts as unfounded and failed to implement necessary corrective ac-

tions to uphold the rule of law. Meanwhile, Hungary faced warnings regar-

ding its lack of transparency in public procurement processes, elevated le-

vels of corruption, and the enactment of various laws that were not in align-

ment with European standards. This ongoing scrutiny reflects the EU's com-

mitment to ensuring compliance with the principles of the rule of law in its 

Member States.26  

 

2.1. The principle of conditionality as a key element in the rule of  

  law mechanism 

 

The initiation of the development of the so-called Rule of Law Tool-

box was marked by the potential use of European funds for financial sup-

                                                           
24 Special Barometer 489, Rule of Law, April 2019.  
25 After several unsuccessful attempts to adopt the Rule of Law Mechanism, blocked by 

Hungary and Poland through the veto, it was finally adopted in 2020 at the European Council 

meeting. This happened in parallel with the adoption of the EU budget and the Recovery Plan 

(2021–2027 Multiannual Financial Framework – MFF) and Next Generation EU (EU – NGEU).  
26 Eric Maurice, The Rule of Law: the uncertain gamble on conditionality, Schuman Papers 

n°660 : The Rule of Law: the uncertain gamble on conditionality, 13 March 2023.  

https://data.europa.eu/data/datasets/s2235_91_3_489_eng?locale=en
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multiannual_Financial_Framework
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Next_Generation_EU
https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/660-the-rule-of-law-the-uncertain-gamble-on-conditionality
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port. Thus far, support mechanisms for civil society organizations focused on 

promoting the rule of law and monitoring situations have not been sufficien-

tly effective in addressing new challenges. It became evident that stronger 

measures were required, including sanctions against countries that lacked 

the political will for reform. In this regard, the principle of conditionality was 

reinforced, instituting financial sanctions for non-compliance, which resulted 

in the adoption of Regulation (EU, Euratom) 2020/2092 on 16 December 

2020.27 This regulation established a general conditionality mechanism to 

safeguard the Union budget in instances where a Member State violates the 

principles of the rule of law. It allows for the suspension of payments or im-

plementation of financial corrections when it is determined that the rule of 

law is under threat. The aim of this mechanism is to ensure the effective 

management of EU funds.  

The conditionality regime is primarily a budgetary measure that ad-

dresses the financial implications of a weakened rule of law rather than the 

direct causes of the issue. This challenge was especially evident in countries 

where ruling elites permitted close associates to benefit financially, in part 

due to the allocation of European funds. The mechanism conveyed a clear 

message to Hungary and Poland, which were the primary motivations for its 

establishment, as well as to other countries such as Bulgaria, Romania, and 

the Czech Republic: EU funds are not available without accountability. Furt-

hermore, the mechanism is intended to exert tangible pressure on these 

states to achieve results that were unattainable through political dialogue or 

the activation of Article 7 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU).28 

By establishing the Mechanism, the EU has moved beyond the pre-

vious approach of mere declaratory condemnations and recommendations 

without tangible interventions, thereby exerting direct pressure on govern-

ments. This conditioning mechanism has demonstrated its effectiveness, as 

the financial consequences have become increasingly apparent and difficult 

to overlook. Analysts note that "the principle of budgetary conditionality dif-

fers from other tools because it shifts procedures from the realm of values, 

which can be influenced by political relativism, to the domain of finance, 

where corruption becomes more visible through the mechanisms that sus-

tain it." This transition enables a more robust framework for accountability 

and compliance with the rule of law among Member States.29 

                                                           
27 Regulation (EU, Euratom) 2020/2092 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 16 

December 2020, on a general regime of conditionality for the protection of the Union budget  
28 Eric Maurice, Protecting the checks and balances to save the Rule of Law, Schuman 

Papers n°590, 6 April 2021.  
29Eric Maurice, The Rule of Law: the uncertain gamble on conditionality, Schuman Papers 

n°660, 13 March 2023.  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32020R2092
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32020R2092
https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/0590-protecting-the-checks-and-balances-to-save-the-rule-of-law
https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/660-the-rule-of-law-the-uncertain-gamble-on-conditionality
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According to other deliberations, the decision to create new tools to 

strengthen the principles of the rule of law – prompted by the cases of Po-

land and Hungary – did not solve the problem of the autocratic mode of go-

vernance. In addition, analysts pose even more complex dilemmas: can de-

mocracy be strengthened through conditioning and application of non-de-

mocratic methods, such as Directive 2020/2092? And are not the EU itself 

and its institutions facing a democratic deficit, where certain political issues 

are resolved by instruments that can themselves be subject to criticism from 

the point of view of democratic values?30  

According to certain opinions, the European Commission's Rule of 

Law Report successfully identifies systemic problems and drives reforms, 

but remains a monitoring mechanism, not a sanctions mechanism.31 The 

annual report proves inadequate in addressing governments that delibera-

tely subvert the rule of law. Originally, the reports failed to comprehensively 

incorporate the analyses provided by civil society organizations and the Eu-

ropean Economic and Social Committee, both of which could furnish data 

essential for a more thorough understanding of the circumstances. In res-

ponse to these critiques, the Commission established a citizens' platform to 

facilitate dialogue and incorporated representatives from candidate count-

ries into the European Economic and Social Committee. 

Per other observations, “Thus far, the European Union has employed 

this instrument with considerable restraint. It has not yet evolved into a ro-

bust mechanism for countering the infiltration of anti-democratic trends. All 

too frequently, its implementation is swayed by political considerations rat-

her than being guided by empirical evidence from the field.”32 According to a 

recent analysis, “The efficacy of the conditioning mechanism remains une-

valuated at present. However, it appears that overt assaults on the rule of 

law merely manifest as symptoms rather than the root cause of the issue, 

which lies in the consolidation of autocratic regimes and the gradual erosion 

of democratic principles.”33 

  Evaluations of the rule of law underscore that addressing the reper-

cussions of the emergence of illiberal regimes will require a prolonged effort. 

Over the years, EU institutions have dedicated substantial time to refining 

their rule of law toolkit, resulting in the Union being better prepared than 

ever to effectively confront the regression of the rule of law.34 “The Europe-

                                                           
30 Laurent Pech, The Future of the Rule of Law in the EU, VerfBlog, 2023/12/14  
31 European Commission’s Rule of Law report 2024, GAP analysis  
32 Daniel Freund, Defending the Rule of Law in the EU, Social Europe, 4 April 2024. 
33 Maria Skóra and York Albrecht, Strengthening the Resilience of the Rule of Law through 

Democracy, VerfBlog, 2024/4/04.  
34 Nicholas Watson, Rule of Law Trajectory Can Swing Rapidly in Emerging EU Democracies, 

Report Finds, BIRN, March 18, 2024 

https://verfassungsblog.de/the-future-of-the-rule-of-law-in-the-eu/
https://dq4n3btxmr8c9.cloudfront.net/files/_adyxi/Gap_Analysis_EC_Rule_of_Law_Report_By_Liberties.pdf
https://www.socialeurope.eu/defending-the-rule-of-law-in-the-eu
https://verfassungsblog.de/strengthening-the-resilience/
https://verfassungsblog.de/strengthening-the-resilience/
https://balkaninsight.com/2024/03/18/rule-of-law-trajectory-can-swing-rapidly-in-emerging-eu-democracies-report-finds/
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an Commission, representing the entirety of the EU, possesses a highly ef-

fective array of tools at its disposal; however, it exhibits reluctance to deploy 

them swiftly or assertively.”35  

Notwithstanding the European Commission’s substantial invest-

ments in the Rule of Law Mechanism and its associated reports, these ef-

forts garner inadequate media attention across both Member States and 

candidate countries. In the Republic of North Macedonia, coverage of the re-

port is typically limited to brief government announcements and statements 

from select institutions, with media engagement remaining cursory. Greater 

insight is provided by civil society organizations, notably the National Conve-

ntion on the European Union (NCEU-MC), which dedicated an entire session 

to the Rule of Law Mechanism in the EU during 2024.  

 

2.2. Procedures for identifying violations of the rule of law 

principles 

 

Detecting breaches of the principles of the rule of law necessitates a 

comprehensive qualitative evaluation by the Commission. This evaluation 

must be conducted with objectivity, impartiality, and fairness, considering 

pertinent information derived from credible sources and reference institu-

tions.36  

 

Table No. 1: Institutions contributing data to a comparative analysis for the 

appropriate application of the EU governance mechanism.  

Institution/Source Description of contributions 

Court of Justice of the 

European Union  

It provides case law and decisions concerning the 

interpretation and application of EU law, especially 

in cases related to the rule of law. 

The European Court of 

Auditors  

It publishes reports on the financial management 

and budgetary implementation of the EU, identifying 

potential irregularities and instances of mismana-

gement. 

European Commission It provides a detailed assessment of the state of the 

                                                           
35Jon Henley , Rule of law declining across EU, report warns, The Guardian, 18 March 2024.  
36 Regulation (EU, Euratom) 2020/2092 of the European Parliament and of the Council, of 

16 December 2020 on a general regime of conditionality for the protection of the Union 

budget (Article 16)..  

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/mar/18/rule-of-law-declining-across-eu-report-warns
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2020/2092/oj/eng
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Annual Report on the Rule of 

Law 

rule of law in all Member States, covering areas 

such as justice systems, anti-corruption frameworks, 

media pluralism, and other institutional issues. 

EU Justice Scoreboard An annual comparative analysis that provides data 

on the efficiency, quality and independence of jus-

tice systems in the Member States. 

European Anti-Fraud Office 

(OLAF) 

It investigates cases of fraud, corruption and other 

illegal activities affecting the EU's financial interests. 

Office of the European 

Public Prosecutor  

An independent body responsible for investigating 

and prosecuting crimes that damage the EU's finan-

cial situation, such as fraud, corruption, and cross-

border fraud. 

Council of Europe – Group of 

States against Corruption 

(GRECO) 

It provides evaluations and recommendations for 

anti-corruption measures in the Member States in 

order to improve anti-corruption capacities. 

Venice Commission An advisory body that gives legal opinions and re-

commendations regarding constitutional law, elec-

toral issues and the rule of law, including its “Rule of 

Law Checklist”. 

European Networks of 

Supreme Courts and Judicial 

Councils 

They provide a platform for the exchange of infor-

mation and best practices between judicial institu-

tions in Europe, with the aim of promoting the inde-

pendence and efficiency of judicial systems. 

Complaints from citizens They provide a direct source of information on po-

tential breaches of the rule of law, enabling the EU 

institutions to react to specific cases and take ap-

propriate action. 

Source: eucrim, 12 April 2022  

 

 The European Union employs a three-stage strategy for implemen-

ting the rule of law mechanism, encompassing:  

(1) promotion,  

(2) prevention, and  

(3) response.  

The promotion stage concentrates on enhancing awareness of the 

rule of law through engagement with civil society organizations, media out-

lets, educational institutions, and political stakeholders. European judicial 

https://eucrim.eu/news/commission-publishes-guidelines-on-application-of-conditionality-mechanism/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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networks, national parliaments, and collaboration with the Council of Europe 

play a pivotal role in this process.37  

The prevention stage entails dialogue with national institutions tas-

ked with upholding the rule of law. The European Commission oversees key 

indicators, including judicial independence, the separation of powers, media 

pluralism, and the safeguarding of fundamental rights. This mechanism 

draws on data provided by the Council of Europe, the OSCE, the EU Agency 

for Fundamental Rights, and the Member States themselves. 

In the response stage, measures are implemented should the prece-

ding steps fail to yield positive outcomes.  

 

3. THE RULE OF LAW REPORTS AS A STRATEGIC INSTRUMENT IN 

STRENGTHENING THE LEGAL ORDER IN THE EUROPEAN UNION 

 

Rule of law reports serve as a critical tool for the systematic over-

sight of democratic principles, judicial independence, and efforts to combat 

corruption. This instrument is undergoing continuous development and re-

finement to more effectively pinpoint potential risks and vulnerabilities. 

Starting in 2024, alongside Member States, candidate countries ha-

ve also been integrated into the process, submitting reports aligned with 

four core pillars:  

(1) judicial independence,  

(2) anti-corruption framework,  

(3) media pluralism, and  

                                                           
37 European Judicial Networks. 

Institution/Network Description 

European Network of Councils for 

the Judiciary (ENCJ) 

Unites judicial councils from EU member states to pro-

mote judicial independence, accountability, and quality. 

Network of Presidents of the Sup-

reme Courts of the EU 

Facilitates the exchange of experiences among supreme 

courts to strengthen the rule of law. 

European Judicial Training Net-

work (EJTN) 

Provides judicial education and expertise exchange in 

justice and the rule of law. 

European Judicial Prosecutors 

Network (EJPN) 

Connects prosecutors to enhance criminal justice and 

combat corruption and organized crime. 

European Network of Judges for 

Mediation (GEMME) 

Works to advance alternative dispute resolution in 

Europe. 

Association of the Councils of 

State and Supreme Administrati-

ve Jurisdictions of the EU (ACA-

Europe) 

Supports cooperation among supreme administrative 

courts in EU member states on European administrative 

law. 
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(4) mechanisms for checks and balances.  

National reports are compiled based on standardized criteria estab-

lished by designated national contact points, ensuring data comparability 

across countries. This cohesive methodology enables the European Commis-

sion to construct an objective and comprehensive assessment of the rule of 

law's condition. 

The judicial system is appraised based on its efficiency, independen-

ce, and integrity, encompassing factors such as access to justice, the pro-

cess for appointing judges, and disciplinary frameworks. Particular attention 

is given to the prosecution, the digitization of the justice system, and the st-

reamlining of court proceedings. 

The anti-corruption framework comprises both preventive and puniti-

ve measures, emphasizing transparency, integrity, and the capacity to effec-

tively prosecute prominent cases. 

Freedom of the press is evaluated through its independence, the sa-

feguarding of journalists, the transparency of media ownership, and mecha-

nisms designed to preclude political or oligarchic interference in media con-

tent. 

The checks and balances system ensures an equitable distribution 

of power through mutual oversight mechanisms, transparent legislative pro-

cesses, public consultations, and an initiative-taking role for civil society. 

The reports provide recommendations derived from a thorough as-

sessment of the rule of law, customized to address the distinct challenges 

faced by each state. These recommendations offer guidance and support for 

enacting reforms and rectifying identified deficiencies. 

The implementation of these recommendations is subject to ongoing 

monitoring, with progress assessed in subsequent reports. This iterative pro-

cess facilitates an evaluation of the measures' effectiveness and the identi-

fication of areas requiring further enhancement.38 

 

3.1. Review of the Rule of Law Annual Reports in the European 

Union (2020/2023)  

 

The 2020 Rule of Law Report marked the inaugural annual asses-

sment launched by the European Commission within the framework of the 

Rule of Law Mechanism, offering a systematic evaluation of the state of af-

                                                           
38 Ibid. 
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fairs across all 27 EU Member States. Compiled amidst the COVID-19 pan-

demic, the report likely reflects heightened scrutiny of rule of law conditions, 

influenced by the restrictive measures implemented to safeguard citizens.39  

The Rule of Law Report determined that Austria, Finland, Germany, 

Luxembourg, and the Netherlands exhibited the highest levels of perceived 

judicial independence, surpassing 75%, whereas Croatia, Poland, and Slova-

kia emerged as notable concerns, with public confidence falling below 30%. 

In Poland, judicial reforms were deemed problematic, with the Court of Jus-

tice of the EU ruling against the Disciplinary Council of the Supreme Court, 

characterizing it as a tool of political influence. In Hungary, the primary issue 

centered on the appointment process for court presidents. 

The COVID-19 pandemic spurred advancements in the digitization of 

judicial systems, exemplified by Estonia's introduction of virtual courts, Fran-

ce's development of a digital criminal register, and Spain's trials of automa-

ted transcription for court hearings. 

In the domain of anti-corruption policies, Scandinavian countries, 

the Netherlands, and Germany achieved the highest rankings on corruption 

perception indices, while Hungary, Malta, and Poland elicited the greatest 

concerns regarding corruption risks. Finland and Sweden made commen-

dable strides by adopting new national anti-corruption strategies. Although 

rule of law challenges was observed across most European countries, the re-

port concluded that the EU remains one of the global leaders in combating 

corruption. 

Key recommendations included bolstering legal frameworks for the 

forfeiture of illicitly obtained assets, enhancing the capabilities of investiga-

tive authorities, and imposing stricter penalties for corruption. A notable mi-

lestone was the adoption of the EU Directive on the Protection of Whistleblo-

wers (2019), which fortified legal safeguards for whistleblowers. Among the 

positive developments, Slovakia stood out by establishing an independent 

Whistleblowers’ Protection Office to advance institutional transparency and 

accountability.40 

2021 Rule of Law Report. The European Commission compiled and 

released the Second Rule of Law Report, maintaining the same foundational 

indicators.41 It is essential to recognize the impact of the COVID-19 pande-

                                                           
39 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the 

European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions 2020, Rule of 

Law Report. The rule of law situation in the European Union, COM/2020/580 final. 
40 Directive (EU) 2019/1937 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 October 

2019 on the protection of persons who report breaches of Union law. 
41 The report was prepared with written contributions from 235 stakeholders. Summary of the 

targeted stakeholder consultation for the 2021 Rule of Law Report. The consultations 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52020DC0580
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52020DC0580
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32019L1937
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2019/1937/oj/eng
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/92eec93a-f07f-476f-af65-845edc665bfa_en?filename=2021_rule_of_law_report_-_summary_of_the_stakeholder_consultation_clean_v2.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/92eec93a-f07f-476f-af65-845edc665bfa_en?filename=2021_rule_of_law_report_-_summary_of_the_stakeholder_consultation_clean_v2.pdf
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mic on the judicial systems of Member States. The development and utiliza-

tion of digital tools in the judiciary by countries like Estonia, France, and 

Spain demonstrate an initiative-taking approach to adapting to the changing 

circumstances. On the other hand, it is to be noted that Croatia, Poland and 

Slovakia have not changed their status as countries with low perceptions of 

judicial independence (below 30%).42 

Regarding anti-corruption measures, several Member States have 

made progress, including Denmark, Finland, Sweden, the Netherlands, Ger-

many, and Luxembourg. Notably, Finland and Sweden have introduced nati-

onal strategies and action plans to combat corruption for the first time. In 

contrast, Poland and Hungary have been identified as falling behind in this 

regard.  

Slovakia has faced significant challenges in enhancing its anti-cor-

ruption legislation, particularly concerning the regulation of property seizu-

res. Nonetheless, there are continued recommendations for countries to bol-

ster the effectiveness of investigations, prosecutions, and sanctions related 

to high-level corruption to ensure greater legal certainty.43 

The 2021 Media Pluralism Monitor highlighted concerning trends 

regarding freedom of expression, journalist safety, and access to informa-

tion. Measures implemented by governments to address the COVID-19 pan-

demic have further restricted information access and intensified political 

pressure on independent media. 

Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia have been identified as countries 

where significant political influence over the media persists, particularly 

through the use of state resources and controlled advertising funds. Mean-

while, Bulgaria and Malta have encountered issues related to a lack of tran-

sparency in media ownership, raising the risk of monopolization. Conversely, 

Finland and Ireland have made strides by enhancing public oversight of me-

dia companies. Additionally, Belgium, Bulgaria, Greece, Latvia, Luxembourg, 

and Sweden have begun legal reforms aimed at bolstering media indepen-

dence.  

The threats faced by journalists are alarming. In Slovakia and Malta, 

the criminal cases surrounding the murders of investigative journalists Ján 

Kuciak and Daphne Caruana Galizia have drawn significant public attention 

                                                                                                                                              
provided over 200 horizontal and country-specific contributions from different EU agencies, 

European networks, national and European civil society organizations, professional associ-

ations and international and other actors. 
42 EU Justice Scoreboard, Eurobarometer surveys, 2021.  
43 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the 

European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions 2021 Rule of 

Law Report, The rule of law situation in the European Union. 

https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/upholding-rule-law/rule-law/annual-rule-law-cycle/2021-rule-law-report_en?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/upholding-rule-law/rule-law/annual-rule-law-cycle/2021-rule-law-report_en?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/upholding-rule-law/rule-law/annual-rule-law-cycle/2021-rule-law-report_en?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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in Europe, exposing systemic risks to media freedom. In Hungary and Po-

land, there has been an increase in strategic lawsuits against public deba-

tes, often referred to as SLAPPs, which are intended to intimidate journalists 

and deter investigative reporting.44 

In the section addressing the separation of powers, the Report high-

lights that in some Member States, political influence affects the election of 

members to judicial councils and oversight bodies responsible for upholding 

the rule of law. This situation poses a risk to the constitutional and institu-

tional balance. 

The 2022 Rule of Law Report. It has introduced new indicators for 

assessing the performance of public media, alongside an overview of how 

judgments from the European Court of Human Rights have been implemen-

ted.45 Additionally, for the first time, specific recommendations have been 

put forth for all Member States.  

Despite varying performances among countries, the Report empha-

sizes that around 40% of key judgments issued by the European Court of 

Human Rights over the last decade remain unimplemented by Member 

States, posing serious implications for the rule of law.46  

During this period, pressure on journalists and human rights acti-

vists is increasing in many Member States, and the number of strategic law-

suits against public participation (SLAPPs) is increasing.47 This practice, alo-

ng with other abuse of judicial processes, has been observed in Lithuania, 

Poland, Croatia, Malta, Italy, Ireland, Slovakia and other countries. To pre-

vent these abuses, the EU strengthened regulation by adopting Directive 

(EU) 2024/1069.48 

The 2022 Rule of Law Report proposed various initiatives aimed at 

bolstering judicial independence, enhancing transparency, combating cor-

                                                           
44 Ibid.  
45 Rule of Law Report 2022: Commission issues specific recommendations to Member 

States. 
46 The rule of law situation in the European Union. 
47 SLAPPs, or Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation, are legal actions initiated by 

powerful individuals, corporations, or government officials to silence, intimidate, or discoura-

ge journalists, activists, researchers, human rights defenders, and civil society organizations 

from reporting on issues like corruption and abuses of power. These lawsuits are often 

baseless and serve to exert financial and psychological pressure on the targets. For instance, 

in Croatia, journalists encounter hundreds of SLAPPs, particularly from politicians and cor-

porations. In Malta, the late investigative journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia faced over 40 

SLAPPs before her murder in 2017.  
48 Directive (EU) 2024/1069 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 April 2024 

on protecting persons who engage in public participation from manifestly unfounded claims 

or abusive court proceedings “Strategic lawsuits against public participation“.  

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_4467?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_4467?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52022DC0500
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32024L1069
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ruption, and regulating political party funding. Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, 

and Greece received specific guidelines to improve state advertising prac-

tices, and the verification of asset declarations. France and Croatia advoca-

ted for more robust anti-corruption measures, while Poland and Hungary fa-

ced criticism for political interference in the judiciary and for imposing 

restrictions on the civil sector. Malta and Luxembourg were advised to en-

hance the efficiency of court proceedings, while Denmark was recommen-

ded to establish a new legal framework for the financing of political parties. 

The 2023 Rule of Law Report. The analysis presented in this report 

builds upon the findings of the previous year's report, assessing how Mem-

ber States responded to the earlier recommendations. During this period, 

citizens' perceptions of judicial independence improved in 12 Member Sta-

tes. However, perceptions regarding legal entities, including companies and 

organizations, exhibited a downward trend across 13 Member States. 

Countries like Finland, Denmark, Austria, Germany, and Luxembourg 

enjoy a high level of confidence in judicial independence, with over 75% of 

the general public holding positive views. In stark contrast, trust in judicial 

independence is significantly lower in Poland and Croatia, where it falls be-

low 30%.49 

The findings from the Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) indicate 

that among the top 20 least corrupt countries globally, nine are members of 

the EU. However, several other Member States continue to score below ave-

rage in terms of corruption perceptions. 

According to data from Eurobarometer 2023, corruption remains a 

pressing concern for both citizens and the business community across the 

EU. Approximately 70% of Europeans perceive corruption as widespread in 

their countries, and 60% express dissatisfaction with government efforts to 

combat it. Additionally, half of European companies feel that corrupt indiv-

iduals and businesses rarely face sanctions, while 67% of citizens believe 

that cases of high-level corruption are seldom criminally prosecuted.50 

 The 2023 report introduces a new approach to making recommen-

dations compared to previous reports. It first evaluates the implementation 

of past recommendations for each country before proposing new measures 

for the upcoming period. For instance, it has been observed that Bulgaria 

has not made progress in aligning the composition of its Judicial Council 

                                                           
49 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the 

European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions 2023 - Rule of 

Law Report The rule of law situation in the European Union.  

 COM(2023) 800 final, p. 8. 4 
50 Ibid., p. 11. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52023DC0800
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52023DC0800
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with European standards; therefore, this recommendation will be carried 

over to the next year's list of recommendations.51  

 The Rule of Law Reports have spurred the introduction of new initia-

tives, as outlined in the 2023 Report, aimed at elevating standards and pro-

moting the rule of law within the EU. In this context, the EU emphasizes the 

significance of institutional dialogue and the active participation of all sta-

keholders. As a consequence of these efforts, a comprehensive package of 

measures was adopted in May 2023 to enhance the legal and institutional 

framework for combating corruption, leading to the emergence of the new 

Proposed Anti-Corruption Directive.52 Last year, a proposal for the adoption 

of the European Media Freedom Act was published, which aims to provide 

greater protection of media independence, transparency of media owner-

ship, and freedom of journalists within the EU.53 

 

Table 2: Overview of general conclusions on the rule of law situation in the 

EU (2020-2023)54 

Year  Independence and 
efficiency of the 
judiciary 

Anti-corruption Freedom of the 
media 

Checks and 
balances 

2020 High independence 
(over 75%): Austria, 
Finland, Germany, 
Luxembourg, 
Netherlands;  

Low independence 
(up to 30%): 

Poland: The 
Supreme Court is 
not independent, 
with a perceived 
"intimidation effect" 
for judges. 

Hungary: the 
problem of 
appointing court 

High scores: 
Scandinavian 
countries, 
Netherlands, 
Germany; 

 

Low results: 
Poland, Malta, 
Hungary.  

 

Ongoing 
reforms: 
Finland and 
Sweden 
introduce 
National Anti-

Political pressure 
on the media. 

 

 

Political 
intervention 
in the 
constitutional 
courts of 
Poland and 
Hungary. 

                                                           
51 Annex to the communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the 

Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions 

2023 Rule of Law Report, COM(2023) 800 final, p. 1. 2. 
52 Joint Communication on the fight against corruption, JOIN(2023) 12 final, 3 May 2023; 

and a Proposal for a Directive on combating corruption, COM(2023)234 final, 3 May 2023.  
53 Proposal for a regulation establishing a common framework for media services in the 

internal market (European Media Freedom Act), COM(2022)457.   
54 Rule of law trends according to data from the EU Rule of Law Reports 2020, 2021, 2022, 

2023 – the sources cited in the analysis above.  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2023%3A234%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2023%3A234%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022PC0457
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022PC0457
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presidents. 

Slovakia and 
Croatia: Problems 
with Political 
Influences.  

Efficiency:  

Estonia (progress - 
virtual courts), 
France (digital 
criminal record 
system), Spain 
(automatic 
transcription of 
court hearings).  

Corruption 
Strategies of 
the EU 
initiative.  

2021 Low Independence: 
Problems in Poland 
in the Constitutional 
Matter;  

Hungary (political 
influence in the 
appointment of 
judges).  

Efficiency:  

Digitization of 
(Estonia, France, 
Spain). 

a new EU 
directive on the 
protection of 
whistleblowers;  

Slovakia 
established an 
independent 
Office for the 
Protection of 
Whistleblowers. 

Increased 
physical, online 
and legal 
pressures on 
journalists in 
some countries. 

weakening 
judicial 
oversight 
bodies;  

 

The 
institutional 
balance is 
threatened. 

2022 New 
recommendations 
for judicial reform 
and greater 
transparency.  

Recommendations 
for the 
implementation of 
ECHR judgments. 

40% of ECHR 
judgments in 
the last ten 
years have not 
been enforced; 
Targeted 
recommendatio
ns for Member 
States. 

For the first time, 
there was 
evaluation of 
strategic 
lawsuits against 
public 
participation 
(SLAPPs) in 
Lithuania, 
Poland, Croatia, 
Malta, Italy, 
Ireland, Slovakia. 

Some 
countries 
have failed to 
implement 
previous Rule 
of Law 
recommen-
dations. 

2023 High independence: 
in 12 Member 
States (Finland, 
Denmark, Austria 
and Germany above 
75%);  

Low Independence: 
Reduction in 13 
Member States; 

Poland and Croatia 
remain at a low 
level. 

Low levels of 
corruption in 9 
Member States.  

70% of EU 
citizens believe 
that corruption 
is widespread; 
Proposed Anti-
Corruption 
Directive  

Draft Law on 
Freedom of the 
Media in the EU; 

Continued 
threats against 
journalists and 
SLAPPs lawsuits. 

Strengthened 
inter-
institutional 
dialogue; 
Draft anti-
corruption 
directive. 
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4. THE RULE OF LAW IN 2024: CHALLENGES AND PROSPECTS IN THE 

EUROPEAN UNION AND NORTH MACEDONIA  

 

The Rule of Law Report 2024 has reaffirmed notable disparities in 

the application of standards among EU Member States. While 63% of the 

recommendations from the previous year were acknowledged, a mere 19% 

were fully implemented, reflecting some progress yet highlighting the neces-

sity for increased efforts in reform implementation. 

The rise of new political tendencies in Europe, particularly the growth 

of right-wing parties, presents a significant challenge to the rule of law, even 

in nations with a strong democratic tradition. The analysis indicates that the 

ongoing disregard for the recommendations outlined in the rule of law re-

ports by certain Member States could jeopardize democracy across Europe. 

Furthermore, the presence of autocratic leadership in some countries may 

establish a troubling model that could be supported and emulated by other 

European leaders.55  

The report highlights that in several emerging democracies, justice 

systems continue to be politicized, underfunded, and compromised, with 

Bulgaria and Slovakia being notable examples. Additionally, anti-corruption 

measures are proving insufficiently effective in countries like Hungary, the 

Czech Republic, and Romania. Media pluralism faces significant threats in 

Croatia, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Slovenia, undermining the diver-

sity of voices and information available to the public. 

In some nations, there has been a persistent lack of legal and demo-

cratic oversight regarding the separation of powers, particularly in Hungary, 

Bulgaria, and Croatia. Furthermore, civil society and public discourse are ex-

periencing pressure from governmental authorities in Bulgaria, the Czech 

Republic, and Hungary. Marginalized groups in Slovenia and Croatia are eit-

her being neglected or actively targeted for political purposes, raising con-

cerns about the protection of human rights and inclusivity in these soci-

eties.56 

 

 

                                                           
55 Rule of law declining across EU, report warns, 18 March 2024.  
56 Rule of Law Trajectory Can Swing Rapidly in Emerging EU Democracies, Report Finds, 

Reporting Democracy, BIRN, 2024. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/mar/18/rule-of-law-declining-across-eu-report-warns
https://balkaninsight.com/2024/03/18/rule-of-law-trajectory-can-swing-rapidly-in-emerging-eu-democracies-report-finds/
https://balkaninsight.com/2024/03/18/rule-of-law-trajectory-can-swing-rapidly-in-emerging-eu-democracies-report-finds/
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Table No. 3 - Rule of law in EU Member States, 2024 (Source, Reporting 

Democracy, BIRN, 2024)57 

Country Justice 

system 

Anti-

corruption 

frameworks 

Media 

environment 

Checks and 

balances 

Enabling 

framework 

for CSOs 

Systemic 

human 

rights 

issues 

Belgium Regress Progress No progress No 

progress 

Regression No data 

Bulgaria Progress No data No data No 

progress 

No progress No data 

Croatia No 

progress 

Progress Regression No 

progress 

No progress No progress 

Czech 

Republic 

No 

progress 

No progress Regression No 

progress 

No progress No progress 

Estonia No 

progress 

No progress No progress No 

progress 

No progress No progress 

France Regression No progress No progress Regression Regression Regression 

Germany No 

progress 

Progress No progress No 

progress 

No progress No progress 

Greece No 

progress 

No progress No progress No 

progress 

No progress No progress 

Hungary Regression No progress No progress No 

progress 

Regression Regression 

Ireland Progresss No progress Progress Progress No progress No progress 

Italy Regression Progress Regression No 

progress 

Regression Regression 

Lithuania Progress No data Progress No data No progress No progress 

Netherlands No 

progress 

No progress No progress No 

progress 

No progress No progress 

Poland No data No progress No progress No 

progress 

No progress No data 

Romania No 

progress 

No progress Regression No 

progress 

No progress No data 

Slovakia Regression No progress No progress No 

progress 

No progress No progress 

Slovenia No data No progress No progress No 

progress 

No progress No progress 

Sweden Regression No progress Regression No 

progress 

Regression Regression 

 

Following the publication of the reports, analyses have revealed clas-

sifications that differentiate Member States based on their adherence to the 

rule of law. In an earlier analysis, Member States were categorized into five 

distinct groups: 

                                                           
57 Rule of Law Trajectory Can Swing Rapidly in Emerging EU Democracies, Report Finds, 

Reporting Democracy, BIRN, 2024.  

https://balkaninsight.com/2024/03/18/rule-of-law-trajectory-can-swing-rapidly-in-emerging-eu-democracies-report-finds/
https://balkaninsight.com/2024/03/18/rule-of-law-trajectory-can-swing-rapidly-in-emerging-eu-democracies-report-finds/
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1. Authoritarian: This category includes Hungary and Poland, which 

have shown significant deviations from democratic norms. 

2. The Worst of the Rest: Only Bulgaria falls into this category, high-

lighting its critical challenges regarding the rule of law. 

3. Hard Fight: This group comprises Croatia, Malta, Romania, and Slo-

vakia, referring to the prolonged and arduous reforms that have yet 

to produce substantial results. 

4. Southern Challenges: Spain, Italy, and Portugal are included in this 

category, reflecting shared issues related to the rule of law in Sout-

hern Europe. 

5. Best of the Rest: Ironically named, this final category consists of 

Member States that do not face systemic challenges to the rule of 

law. Despite this, these countries still have specific concerns that 

warrant attention from the Commission.58  

 

4.1. Independence in the judiciary 

 

The 2024 results show a growing number of countries where public 

perceptions of judicial independence exceed 75%. These countries include 

Denmark, Finland, Austria, Sweden, Luxembourg, and Ireland, indicating a 

strong belief in the independence of their judicial systems. Conversely, Po-

land, Croatia, and Bulgaria continue to rank at the lowest levels regarding 

perceptions of judicial independence, with their scores falling below 30%. 

This highlights a significant disparity in public confidence in judicial autono-

my across different EU Member States.59 

In 2024, Albania, the Republic of North Macedonia, Serbia, and 

Montenegro were incorporated into the Rule of Law Mechanism. Although 

the specific document does not contain tailored recommendations for these 

countries, the overarching perception among their citizens indicates that 

confidence in the independence of the judiciary remains relatively low. 

Regarding the independence of judicial councils and the appoint-

ment of judges, Hungary has made legislative amendments aimed at bolste-

ring the authority of its Judicial Council. Meanwhile, Spain, Poland, Estonia, 

                                                           
58 Malinka Ristevska Jordanova, Raportet e para mbi sundimin e ligjit brenda BE-së: jo për 

ngushëllim, por për shembull, Portlab.  
59 The 2024 EU Justice Scoreboard, Communication from the Commission to the European 

Parliament, the Council, the European Central Bank, the European Economic and Social 

Committee and the Committee of the Regions COM(2024) 950 

https://arkiv.portalb.mk/714068-raportet-e-para-mbi-sundimin-e-ligjit-brenda-be-se-jo-per-ngushellim-por-per-shembull/
https://arkiv.portalb.mk/714068-raportet-e-para-mbi-sundimin-e-ligjit-brenda-be-se-jo-per-ngushellim-por-per-shembull/
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/84aa3726-82d7-4401-98c1-fee04a7d2dd6_en?filename=2024%20EU%20Justice%20Scoreboard.pdf
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and the Netherlands are engaging in discussions about the procedures for 

appointing members to their judicial councils. In Slovakia, efforts have been 

initiated to provide protection against the dismissal of Judicial Council mem-

bers, which is a positive step toward enhancing judicial independence. How-

ever, in Italy and Spain, political statements continue to pose a risk to judi-

cial independence, highlighting the ongoing challenges these countries face 

in ensuring the autonomy of their judiciary. 

In accordance with the 2023 recommendations, efforts are ongoing 

to mitigate political influence in the appointment of judges in countries such 

as Greece, Finland, and Ireland. Reforms are also being implemented to mo-

dify the selection processes for higher courts in Austria and Poland, while 

enhancing the judiciary's role in appointing senior judicial officials. Neverthe-

less, further actions are necessary to eradicate political influences in Latvia 

and Austria, as well as to improve transparency in judicial selections in Lit-

huania and Sweden. 

The trend towards greater judicial independence within the EU is be-

ing supported, among other measures, by the autonomous management of 

judicial budgets, which enhances efficiency and institutional integrity. For in-

stance, Italy has begun separating court fees from the Ministry of Economy 

and Finance to bolster the financial autonomy of the judiciary. 

Many Member States are actively pursuing reforms to strengthen 

the independence of prosecutors in response to the 2023 recommendati-

ons. In Poland, measures have been introduced to ensure that the prose-

cution operates independently from the government by separating the roles 

of the Minister of Justice and the State Chief Prosecutor. The Czech Repub-

lic has implemented reforms to its prosecution service that include protec-

tions against the dismissal of public prosecutors and other senior officials. 

In Denmark, the government has proposed a bill to Parliament aimed at limi-

ting the term length of the state public prosecutor. Malta is working to tran-

sfer prosecutorial authority from the police to the Chief Public Prosecutor's 

Office, including developing mechanisms to review the Chief Public Prosecu-

tor's decisions regarding the initiation or termination of proceedings. Spain 

is reforming the status of its public prosecutor to exclude individuals who 

have held political office in recent years. A significant topic of discussion re-

mains the executive branch's authority to guide prosecutors in specific ca-

ses.  

Across the EU, policies aimed at enhancing judicial integrity are bei-

ng consistently implemented. In some countries, such as Belgium, this inclu-

des regular security checks for all judges conducted by specialized security 

agencies. 
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4.2. Judiciary independence in the Republic of North Macedonia  

 

The Rule of Law Report states that candidate countries are working 

towards greater political independence of judicial councils by implementing 

constitutional amendments in Serbia and conducting "vetting" of judges and 

prosecutors in Albania.  

The Rule of Law Report for the Republic of North Macedonia expre-

sses concerns regarding the independence of the judiciary.60 According to 

the data, only 25% of citizens and 20% of companies consider the indepen-

dence of courts and judges to be "rather good" or "very good", which shows 

that a large proportion of citizens and companies feel pressured by the go-

vernment and politicians.61 Similar views were expressed by over one-third 

of judges who said they had been exposed to attempts at outside influence 

by the executive or political parties. Additionally, 46% of judges in 2023 re-

ported attempts at influence from colleagues, and 42% reported similar 

pressure from higher-ranking judges, such as court presidents or judges of 

higher courts.62  

In late 2024 and early 2025, the judiciary of the country faced a vi-

gorous media and political campaign aimed at establishing the rule of law 

and addressing corruption among judges and prosecutors. This campaign 

created a public perception that the media was effectively exercising an "in-

formal veto," leading to heated discussions regarding the corruption of cer-

tain judges and prosecutors. The central theme of these debates and gover-

nment initiatives revolves around the interpellation of members of the Judi-

cial Council, who are elected by the Assembly of the Republic of North Mace-

donia.  

According to an official statement from the Judicial Council: “Recen-

tly, the members of the Judicial Council have been in the public eye, initially 

due to internal changes in the presidency, resignations, and the election of 

new members, and subsequently following announcements from the execu-

                                                           
60 Commission Staff Working Document 2024 Rule of Law Report Country Chapter on the 

rule of law situation in North Macedonia 
61 Data from surveys on the rating of the judiciary in the Republic of North Macedonia should 

be carefully considered – especially when an overview of the methodology and indicators 

against which the data is collected is not given, as it can thus become an instrument for 

greater political influence in the judiciary. For example, the Balkan Barometer Survey for 

2024 shows that the Macedonian average in terms of the indicator - how the courts work is 

2.1 and the average for the region is 2.6, and in terms of the transparency indicator, the 

Macedonian average in 2023 was 2.1 – the regional 2.3 which is not a significant difference. 

RCC, Eurobarometer 2024,  
62 Several senior officials of the judiciary, including the President of the Supreme Court, have 

publicly criticized the impact on the judiciary. 

https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
https://www.rcc.int/balkanbarometer/inc/get_indic.php?cat_id=2&id=236
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tive branch regarding reforms. The government initiated the process of ena-

cting a new Judicial Council Bill before the New Year, which is anticipated to 

be approved by June of this year. In the meantime, an interpellation has be-

en submitted in the Assembly against five members of the Judicial Council 

who were elected by the Assembly.”63 Furthermore, the Judicial Council voi-

ced its concerns about its independence from the processes and decisions 

of the executive and legislative branches, from which the interpellation is 

anticipated. The Supreme Court of the Republic of North Macedonia also re-

marked that: “Any attempt to undermine the independence of the judiciary 

through pressure of any kind and from any source against the members of 

the Judicial Council and judges represents a direct threat to the indepen-

dence, democracy of the State, and the rule of law.”64  

Such initiatives of the new Government, which was voted in June 

2024, are due to an institutional crisis that was most prevalent in the Ju-

dicial Council in 2022/23.65 Most judges felt that the Judicial Council could 

not effectively protect their independence.66  

The Rule of Law Report for the Republic of North Macedonia com-

mended civic initiatives for their role in enhancing transparency within the 

judicial sector, leading to the adoption of the new Communication Strategy 

of the Judicial Council (2024-2028). This strategy mandates the regular pub-

lication of session schedules, minutes, decisions, and other pertinent docu-

ments on the Council's official website. The report also encourages civil soci-

ety to persist in its efforts to monitor the judiciary regularly.67 

The Republic of North Macedonia has already adopted codes of et-

hics for judges68 and prosecutors69 as part of efforts to strengthen profes-

sional standards and promote integrity in the judicial system.  

                                                           
63 Judicial Council: Any attempt to undermine the independence of the judiciary is a direct 

threat to the independence and democracy of the state, Frontline, February 13, 2025.  
64 Supreme Court of the Republic of North Macedonia Press Release, 13 February 2025.  
65 In some sources, citizen trust was 6%, and some sources operated as high as 2%, how-

ever, it was rare for indicators and other methodological procedures to measure perceptions 

to be made public.  
66 Commission Staff Working Document 2024 Rule of Law Report Country Chapter on the 

Rule of Law situation in North Macedonia. 
67 A significant role in increasing transparency in the judiciary has been played by civil asso-

ciations, which actively monitor the work of institutions and contribute objective analysis. 

Among them, the All for a Fair Trial association has played a direct role in monitoring the Ju-

dicial Council, providing expert assessments and recommendations to improve its functio-

ning.  
68 Code of ethics for Judges and Jurors, Supreme Court of the Republic of North Macedonia, 

2019. 

https://frontline.mk/2025/02/13/sudski-sovet-seko-obid-za-potkopuva-e-na-nezavisnosta-na-sudskata-vlast-e-direktna-zakana-za-nezavisnosta-i-demokrati-ata-na-drzhavata/
https://frontline.mk/2025/02/13/sudski-sovet-seko-obid-za-potkopuva-e-na-nezavisnosta-na-sudskata-vlast-e-direktna-zakana-za-nezavisnosta-i-demokrati-ata-na-drzhavata/
http://www.sud.mk/wps/portal/ssrm/sud/vesti/41f1632b-dc47-4c2e-8486-a2d2ca198857/!ut/p/z1/tVddd6IwEP0r9sFHTEI-CPvGsbW2a7e61lV56QEEzSpgkeKuv36T1lPrV3DrkQchZObOMDP3gsAFA-AmXiHGXi7SxJvJ9dBlz-yWEMi_wxa_v7ah0yO40Wk_IWIR0N82uEWPXBo89pjdbJj3jgnc49vNBgG_gAvcIMnn-QQMF2kR5s_xtAoXr6MqnKdBmCdeFRbhIhdVSFCEGDZ9YxQQyyCBGRqccGZ45sgMPGRzTi0FNw_ECAxPstan39Gm37bZrv92fSCj2_47221WEp9p41_bJf42JdryY6r3VwYafxuW1K_5k2n9acn4qAD_V799A138eln96qxsfLX-vR7W5V9KHxXgnP4rA1efXr-M38ofHjkcCO61BGkRJSDi98uL60iWp0ke_snB4J3mi5c1zeXPYioq_utoFebq6m2_CkUSpVnsBUJUVl7lt1ck6SIviSif-HjED2E5GnGllMYTmyuFZmYP9YexlBUvnxgqKTD42O4rvdGXyNUl_CYxZU3SIzh7CAdUSIvAzLIQZTl0MGiWDIMSg-OtCZN1a2Sn191Z92SeyRaFIy8PZ5Vke1Ots7gK7QhiZFPfwL4VGARhbviIIsO0qMkw4b4V8t3k9pXihEn1s5WozEQyTQs5I9M0E4tEVDZzeuievipKYk4IvFcVxQYhn9_3iqnYWZZQpEfPIeXW_Z2lvsZKTU7g5pde-odZepLrUCqgtcn5sdmwZM43iDq8Y3aRCfqFCJegl6h-zkB384GBbc9GKPAMFsphI5EPDdu2A2NEowhDi_o0QLvwO2PXwheFVx84l8yeXBaenQnfjacl7ZWidTTEV6ZnZ-Ib6KLwP-hl4a0z4aUcCD-uLYO4BmscYYpNzigxCbcYUpx1Eh9zydksjMIszGqvmfzHMcnz-eJbFVbhcrmsjdN0PAtrQSp1_pDLRH0TDLYtwTzuxRz_FZ8Ow_XprGhF3TtxJ9qTWRH332_FfZ7z5VMU1_1Pp8k4fn64wXR9kp6Oc3X1D-DAZx0!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/?urile=wcm%3Apath%3A%2Fsovet_mk%2Fsud%2Fpocetna%2Fvesti%2F41f1632b-dc47-4c2e-8486-a2d2ca198857
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
http://www.vsrm.mk/wps/wcm/connect/vsrm/10ae444c-09fd-4cbd-9fa6-ed45ae4ad13b/%D0%9A%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B5%D0%BA%D1%81+%D0%B7%D0%B0+%D0%B5%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%BA%D0%B0+%D0%BD%D0%B0+%D1%81%D1%83%D0%B4%D0%B8%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B5+%D0%B8+%D1%81%D1%83%D0%B4%D0%B8%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B5+%D0%BF%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%BE%D1%82%D0%BD%D0%B8%D1%86%D0%B8.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=mSBbAAH
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4.3. Efficiency of justice systems 

 

The effectiveness of justice systems is crucial for safeguarding rig-

hts, ensuring legal certainty, and fostering citizens' confidence in the rule of 

law. Lengthy court proceedings and delays in case resolution diminish trust 

in national judicial institutions among citizens and businesses. One positive 

trend regarding independence and efficiency in some EU countries is the in-

crease in salaries for judges and prosecutors, as seen in Latvia and Spain. 

However, low wage levels continue to pose a challenge, resulting in a shor-

tage of skilled court staff and judicial officers. For instance, in Slovenia, the 

salaries of judges and public prosecutors have remained unchanged since 

2012, with the government suggesting a partial increase and the Constitu-

tional Court outlining the procedure for addressing this issue. In Germany, 

despite efforts to allocate additional resources to the judiciary, judges' sala-

ries remain a concern. A specific issue is the compensation for judicial and 

prosecutorial administration, which has been highlighted in Lithuania and 

other countries. Notable difficulties have been encountered in recruiting 

staff across various sectors of the justice system.  

Candidate countries also encounter resource limitations. Serbia is 

working on the Judicial Human Resources Strategy 2022-2026; however, 

the lack of appeal in judicial careers continues to be a challenge. 

In the Republic of North Macedonia, amendments to the laws regar-

ding the salaries of judges and prosecutors have not resolved the issue of 

low attractiveness of these professions.70  

In the Republic of North Macedonia, a critical issue impacting the ef-

fectiveness and standard of justice is the absence of interoperability. Cur-

rently, the sharing of information, including the validation of personal data, 

                                                                                                                                              
69 Code of ethics of Public Prosecutors in the Republic of North Macedonia, Public 

Prosecutor's office of the Republic of North Macedonia, 2021. In its first version, the PP Code 

of Ethics came under public criticism for stipulating that prosecutors should not comment 

publicly on decisions made by the Council and the Head of the Prosecutor's Office. It also 

included rules on the conduct and dress of prosecutors outside of working hours. See more 

in: Code of Ethics for Silence of Prosecutors, Radio Free Europe, 28 July 2021. 
70 Within the NCEU-MK, almost every one of the 16 sessions devoted to Chapter 23 – Justice 

and Fundamental Rights highlighted the lack of resources to increase the efficiency of the 

judiciary. During the dialogue, reactions were repeatedly expressed about the reduction of 

the legally determined percentage of the state budget, which should be 0.8% of the gross do-

mestic product (GDP) of the Budget of the Republic of North Macedonia. Instead, the justice 

sector receives only 0.28% of GDP, which is 58% less than the legally established minimum. 

Also, a major challenge to judicial autonomy is the required approval of the allocation of 

funds by the Treasury of the Ministry of Finance, i.e., the approval of funds for every specific 

employment of judges.  

https://sjorm.gov.mk/etichki-kodeks-na-javnite-obviniteli/
https://sjorm.gov.mk/etichki-kodeks-na-javnite-obviniteli/
https://www.slobodnaevropa.mk/a/%D0%B5%D1%82%D0%B8%D1%87%D0%BA%D0%B8-%D0%BA%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B5%D0%BA%D1%81-%D0%B7%D0%B0-%D0%B7%D0%B0%D0%BC%D0%BE%D0%BB%D1%87%D1%83%D0%B2%D0%B0%D1%9A%D0%B5-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%BE%D0%B1%D0%B2%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B5-/31373844.html
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relies on traditional written requests to entities like the Ministry of Interior, 

resulting in prolonged processing times of weeks or even months. This chal-

lenge has been underscored in the 2024 Rule of Law Report, emphasizing 

the imperative need for digitalization and modernization of data exchange 

systems as part of reform efforts. Enhancing interoperability will greatly en-

hance the speed and security of data transmission, crucially aiding in com-

bating corruption.71  

The legal profession and bar associations play a crucial role in up-

holding access to justice and safeguarding fundamental rights, such as the 

right to a fair trial. Efforts are underway in European Union Member States 

to lower court fees and restore civil legal aid frameworks with the objective 

of enhancing legal access. For instance, Slovakia is actively pursuing initi-

atives to broaden the availability of free legal aid to its citizens. Notably, Fin-

land stands out as a model by reinforcing the National Legal Services Agen-

cy, which is dedicated to delivering uniform and top-tier legal support. 

It was learned that a law mandating mediation in Bulgaria was enac-

ted with the intended implementation date of July 2024. Regrettably, the 

Constitutional Court has ruled this legislation as unconstitutional.72  

In the Republic of North Macedonia, lawyers hold a crucial position 

within the justice system, yet they are frequently viewed as marginalized and 

insufficiently engaged in critical reform initiatives. Despite their substantial 

impact on court proceedings, the legal profession predominantly functions 

within the private domain, with minimal involvement in institutional judicial 

strategies and public legal dialogues. 

Towards the conclusion of 2024, there is a notable increase in initia-

tives aimed at enhancing collaboration between judicial bodies and bar as-

sociations in the Republic of North Macedonia. These initiatives are desig-

ned to elevate the participation of lawyers in the enhancement of the justice 

system, encompassing their heightened engagement in legal reform endea-

vors, jurisprudence, and the safeguarding of human rights protection mec-

hanisms.73 

 

                                                           
71 Presentation by Daniela Aleksovska Stojanovska, Judge at the Basic Criminal Court, 

Skopje, 15th session of the NCEU-MK on the topic: "Access to Justice: Raising the Efficiency 

of Court Proceedings and the Quality of Judicial Justice" - 6 November 2024. Agenda. 
72 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the 

European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions 2024 Rule of 

Law Report.  
73 Lawyers want to be part of the Judicial Council, Television 24, 24 February 2025  

https://nkeu.mk/2024/11/08/agenda-za-15-sesija-na-rabotna-grupa-3-pravosudstvo-i-osnovni-prava-poglavje-23-pristap-do-pravdata-podignuvane-na-efikasnosta-na-sudskite-postapki-i-kvalitetot-na-sudskata-pravda/
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/27db4143-58b4-4b61-a021-a215940e19d0_en?filename=1_1_58120_communication_rol_en.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/27db4143-58b4-4b61-a021-a215940e19d0_en?filename=1_1_58120_communication_rol_en.pdf
https://24.mk/details/advokatite-sakaat-da-bidat-del-od-sudskiot-sovet
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4.4. Preventing and combating corruption in the European Union 

and candidate countries 

 

Corruption poses a significant threat to the effective delivery of pub-

lic services and undermines the trust of both citizens and businesses in pub-

lic institutions. This detrimental practice fosters a perception of injustice and 

jeopardizes the foundation of the rule of law.74 Indeed, combatting corrup-

tion effectively necessitates a harmonious blend of preventive and punitive 

measures, a robust legal and institutional framework, efficient investigative 

and prosecutorial mechanisms, and a resolute political determination to en-

force anti-corruption policies.  

The 2024 Eurobarometer public opinion surveys reveal that corrup-

tion continues to pose a significant challenge for both EU citizens and bus-

inesses. Around 68% of Europeans perceive corruption as prevalent in their 

nation, with 41% indicating a perceived rise in corruption levels. Moreover, 

57% express skepticism regarding the effectiveness of their government's 

anti-corruption endeavors. Within the business sector, 65% of companies 

view corruption as a widespread issue, and 51% believe that competent ins-

titutions are unlikely to detect, report, or prosecute corrupt entities within 

their country.75  

The Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) indicates that a majority of 

the top 20 countries in the international rankings are EU Member States. 

However, differences persist among Member States, particularly concerning 

the prevalent trends observed in recent years.  

A key instrument in this struggle is national anti-corruption strate-

gies, which need to provide a coordinated and integrated approach in all re-

levant policies. All EU Member States have such strategies, but with varying 

degrees of comprehensiveness and implementation. 

In the Western Balkan countries, the adoption of anti-corruption stra-

tegies has been impeded by a notable constraint – a lack of political will. In 

Albania, the current implementation of the strategy predominantly focuses 

on high-risk sectors such as organized crime, neglecting other crucial areas. 

North Macedonia encounters a substantial obstacle in the sluggish exec-

ution of its anti-corruption strategy. Despite consistent reports underscoring 

corruption, especially at higher echelons, as a pressing issue, the advance-

ment in countering it has been meager, exacerbating the erosion of trust in 

institutions. 

                                                           
74 Lord Acton, Acton – Creighton Correspondence, Letter 1 Cannes, April 5, 1887: “Power 

tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely” 
75 Standard Eurobarometer 102 - Autumn 2024. 

https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/acton-acton-creighton-correspondence
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3215
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In all EU countries, there exist legal frameworks designed to combat 

corruption; however, several of these frameworks exhibit deficiencies. Re-

cent reports indicate ongoing efforts to enhance these frameworks through 

the implementation of legal amendments, particularly focusing on augmen-

ting sanctions, notably in cases of bribery, and imposing stringent restricti-

ons on individuals holding public office, as seen in Austria. Moreover, certain 

nations are broadening the scope of anti-bribery regulations to encompass 

public officials, accompanied by heightened penalties for corporate entities 

found engaging in corrupt practices. Noteworthy is Germany's recent enact-

ment of legislation aimed at fortifying measures to counter influence pedd-

ling within the ranks of Members of Parliament. 

In Bulgaria, as part of the Recovery and Resilience Plan, the Com-

mission for Combating Corruption and Forfeiture of Illegally Acquired Pro-

perty underwent restructuring, resulting in the establishment of two distinct 

entities: the Anti-Corruption Commission and the Commission for Forfeiture 

of Illegally Acquired Property. This restructuring initiative was undertaken 

with the objective of enhancing operational efficiency and effectiveness 

within the anti-corruption framework. 

The authorities in Poland are considering the abolition of the Central 

Anti-Corruption Bureau and the transfer of its responsibilities to the Central 

Bureau of Police Investigation (CBŚP). This strategic move aims to enhance 

the coordination and integration of anti-corruption efforts within the police 

structures. 

The effectiveness in combating corruption heavily relies on the capa-

bilities of law enforcement agencies, prosecutors' offices, and the judiciary. 

Specialized units, skilled expertise, and sufficient human resources are im-

perative to address the growing complexity of corruption cases. A notable il-

lustration of this is the Romanian National Anti-Corruption Directorate 

(DNA),76 an independent specialized prosecutor's office with the authority to 

investigate and prosecute high-level corruption cases involving ministers, 

Members of Parliament (MPs), mayors, judges, and prosecutors is crucial. In 

recent years, this autonomous entity has effectively prosecuted numerous 

cases, thereby enhancing public trust in the justice system.77 Nonetheless, 

                                                           
76 Summary, Preventing and Combating Corruption Activities, 2024, National Anti-Corruption 

Directorate, Romania.  
77 Romania's Liviu Dragnea Jailed for Corruption, Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting 

Project, May 2019.  

The Liviu Dragnea case in Romania is an example of a successfully prosecuted case of high 

corruption within the EU. Draganea, leader of the ruling Social Democratic Party (PSD) and 

speaker of the Lower House of Parliament, was sentenced to three-and-a-half years in prison 

in 2019 for abuse of office. He illegally provided fictitious jobs in the state administration, 

where individuals received a salary from the budget but actually worked for the party. 

https://www.mai-dga.ro/eng/storage/2024/10/Sinteza-trim-III-2024-engl.pdf
https://www.occrp.org/en/news/romanias-liviu-dragnea-jailed-for-corruption
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legislative amendments were introduced that curtailed its authority, highlig-

hting the imperative need for sustained political backing to uphold the auto-

nomy of anti-corruption institutions, alongside adequate human resources 

and expertise. 

Certain Member States face challenges in investigating and prosecu-

ting cases of severe corruption, characterized by the rejection of sanctions 

and the lack of conclusive verdicts.78 IIn Slovakia, the effective combat aga-

inst severe corruption is impeded by the inadequate coordination between 

investigators and prosecutors, along with the misuse of the public prose-

cutor's powers to terminate investigations and legal proceedings associated 

with corruption. In Hungary, while certain instances of severe corruption ha-

ve progressed to prosecution, convictions are infrequent, and the absence 

of a robust track record in investigating and prosecuting corruption cases 

involving high-ranking officials and their favorite cronies is a significant cau-

se for concern. This scenario is also applicable in Malta.79  

Within the European Union, there are instances where reforms in cri-

minal legislation have weakened the efforts to combat corruption. In Slo-

vakia, modifications in legislation have resulted in decreased penalties for 

corruption, shortened statute of limitations, and the elimination of the Spe-

cial Prosecutor's Office. Similarly, in Italy, the elimination of the crime of abu-

se of office and limitations on influence peddling are viewed as hindrances 

to thorough criminal investigations, amidst a growing trend of political influ-

ence and authoritarianism. 

For instance, in Montenegro, there is a consistent effort in investiga-

ting and prosecuting cases of high-level corruption. However, the absence of 

trials and final convictions contributes to a prevailing sense of impunity.80 

                                                                                                                                              
Draganea's sentencing comes under pressure from the EU, conditional on the stripping of 

many of Romania's privileges, including a ban on visa-free travel to the Schengen area.  
78 In 2020–2021, mass demonstrations took place in Bulgaria, mainly in Sofia but also 

elsewhere. The protests were an expression of long-standing discontent with endemic corrup-

tion and state capture by the then authorities. One of the most famous cases that intensified 

the public revolt was the publication of photographs in 2020, which purportedly showed the 

then prime minister sleeping by a night table with piles of money and gold rods. The case did 

not lead to significant legal consequences. 2020–2021 Bulgarian protests. 
79 In Malta, the case of the murder of investigative journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia in 2017 

highlighted the lack of effective investigations and prosecutions of high-level corruption. 

Although her research revealed corruption scandals involving senior government officials, 

many of these cases remained unresolved. Additionally, in 2024, Malta fell to the lowest level 

ever on Transparency International's Corruption Perceptions Index, which points to the 

perception of widespread corruption and inefficiency in prosecuting it. Corruption in Malta. 
80 In May 2018, journalist Olivera Lakić was shot in the leg after revealing the complicity of 

senior Montenegrin officials in cigarette smuggling. Despite the gravity of the case and the 

strong public interest, there were no significant legal consequences for the senior officials 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2020%E2%80%932021_Bulgarian_protests
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corruption_in_Malta
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4.5. Corruption in the Republic of North Macedonia: New 

Legislative Arrangement for Impunity  

 

The Republic of North Macedonia stands out as a concerning exam-

ple of the erosion of the legal framework aimed at combating corruption, 

particularly after the amendments to the Criminal Code on 7 September 

2023. Transparency International highlights a significant level of impunity 

regarding high-level corruption, with limited institutional efforts to investi-

gate cases involving senior officials. The report underscores the lack of ac-

countability for senior politicians, indicating a pervasive culture of political 

favoritism and partisan influence. Furthermore, the enactment of laws tailo-

red to serve private interests poses a significant challenge, with previous re-

commendations emphasizing the ongoing entrenchment of state capture 

and the absence of substantial reforms.81 

The international community's endeavors to combat high-level cor-

ruption included the Przhino Agreement, which outlined recommendations 

for the establishment of the Special Public Prosecutor's Office (SPO) that 

commenced operations in 2015. The investigations conducted by the Pro-

secutor's Office primarily relied on information obtained from illicit wiretap-

ping, specifically audio recordings revealing the participation of then senior 

government officials in electoral interference, judicial misconduct, and poli-

tical coercion.82 The Special Public Prosecutor's Office (SPO) came to a noto-

rious conclusion in 2019 following the conviction of its chief prosecutor for 

abuse of office and entanglement in corruption controversies. Consequently, 

the institution was dissolved, prosecutors were reassigned, and ongoing in-

vestigations were transferred to the Basic Public Prosecutor's Office for Or-

ganized Crime and Corruption. Of the 40 pending trials, merely five cases 

were concluded, leaving numerous investigations unresolved and creating 

the perception of a significant setback in combating high-level corruption 

within the country.83  

While the executive and legislative branches exhibit a strong verbal 

commitment to combating corruption, the actual outcomes fall short, high-

                                                                                                                                              
involved. Similarly, persons with alleged links to organized crime were arrested and interro-

gated in connection with the murder of Kosovo Serb politician Oliver Ivanovic, but the inves-

tigation remains unresolved. Mafia-style contract killings are becoming more common in the 

region, linked to long-standing animosity and power struggles between criminal groups. Hot-

spots of organized crime in the Western Balkans, The Global Initiative Against Transnational 

Organized Crime, 2019.  
81 Corruption and Tailor-Made Laws, Transparency International, 2020.  
82 Executive Branch Illegally Wiretapped More Than 20,000 Phone Numbers, National 

Integrity System: 2024.  
83 Ibid., p.13.  

https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Macedonian_Web.pdf
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Macedonian_Web.pdf
https://transparency.mk/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/visoka_korupcija_i_zakoni_skroeni_po_merka_vo_republika_severna_makedonija.pdf
https://dksk.mk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/nacionalen-sistem-za-integritet-ocena-za-republika-severna-makedonija.pdf
https://dksk.mk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/nacionalen-sistem-za-integritet-ocena-za-republika-severna-makedonija.pdf
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lighting the necessity for enhanced internal governance and heightened in-

stitutional accountability.84 As per the 2024 Annual Report of the State Com-

mission for the Prevention of Corruption, only 22 out of the total planned 

activities outlined in the National Strategy for the Prevention of Corruption 

(2021–2025) have been successfully executed, representing a mere 13% 

completion rate. Furthermore, 55 activities (33%) are currently in progress, 

while a significant 89 activities (54%) have not even commenced. These sta-

tistics unequivocally reveal a deficiency in political determination and insti-

tutional dedication towards the continual execution of the Strategy.85 

Upon commencing its tenure, the incumbent government faced cri-

tical assessments from the European Commission in July 2024, as highligh-

ted in the Rule of Law Report, indicating profound and systemic issues with-

in the justice sector. The initial months of 2025 witnessed upheaval within 

the prosecution domain, exacerbating the complexity of the circumstan-

ces.86 In response to criticisms regarding the sluggish handling of high-level 

corruption cases, the Basic Public Prosecutor's Office for the Prosecution of 

Organized Crime and Corruption conducted an internal review. The exami-

nation uncovered instances of unprofessional and unethical behavior, lead-

ing to the initiation of disciplinary actions against a public prosecutor from 

the Higher Prosecutor's Office.87 

Nevertheless, the intervention initiatives were instigated in response 

to significant public and media pressure, particularly following the inclusion 

of new names, including that of a prosecutor, on U.S. sanctions lists. In a 

display of resolute political determination to combat corruption and organi-

zed crime, the authorities acted by initiating the dismissal of the Republic 

Public Prosecutor, who was appointed by the previous ruling coalition. The 

allegations of unlawful appointment of this Public Prosecutor to the Higher 

                                                           
84 Report of Rule of Law mechanism for North Macedonia – 2024.  
85 Commission staff working document 2024 Rule of Law Report Country Chapter on the rule 

of law situation in North Macedonia p. 16. 
86 "The institution is in disarray, pressures from all sides. It is enough that there are poor 

interpersonal relationships, plus poor results," said Professor Gordan Kalajdzhiev. Authorities 

with 'robust action' in the judiciary, Radio Free Europe, 12 February 2025.  
87 The Republic Public Prosecutor in December 2024 decided to conduct supervision over the 

work of the Basic Public Prosecutor's Office for the prosecution of organized crime, due to the 

findings of the annual report, which contained data exclusively on cases related to drug traf-

ficking and migrant smuggling. "When asked by a reporter why there was no information 

about high-profile cases of corruption among senior officials, the chief prosecutor, as he was 

leaving, briefly commented: “If so. It's now. Oh, well!’ “ Will it be swept "under the carpet” in 

the prosecutor's office? Deutche Welle, 5 December 2024.  

https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
https://www.slobodnaevropa.mk/a/obvinitel-sudii-ostavki-razresuvanje-/33312200.html
https://www.slobodnaevropa.mk/a/obvinitel-sudii-ostavki-razresuvanje-/33312200.html
https://www.dw.com/mk/ke-se-iscisti-li-pod-tepihot-vo-obvinitelskiot-dvor/a-70966770
https://www.dw.com/mk/ke-se-iscisti-li-pod-tepihot-vo-obvinitelskiot-dvor/a-70966770
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Prosecutor's Office by the current Republic Public Prosecutor, however, were 

not upheld by the Council of Public Prosecutors.88 

Regarding the initiative to dismiss the Prosecutor, opinions are divi-

ded. Representatives from the civil sector have urged the present govern-

ment to provide a transparent explanation and a well-founded legal argume-

ntation for this action. These developments are occurring concurrently with 

the dismissal proceedings for five members of the Judicial Council, who we-

re elected by the Assembly, intensifying the ongoing dynamics within the ju-

diciary. 

Addressing the corruption risks linked to organized crime and its pe-

netration into public services, particularly within security institutions and the 

judiciary, is becoming a paramount concern. This issue is gaining relevance 

not only for the Republic of North Macedonia but also for the Member States 

of the European Union.89 The reports highlight key areas of concern, speci-

fically focusing on corruption in relation to drug trafficking and the opera-

tions of organized crime syndicates, which present a significant challenge to 

upholding the rule of law.  

 

4.6. Conflict of Interest and Integrity of Senior Government 

Officials and Members of Parliament 

 

The concept of conflict of interest holds significant importance wit-

hin EU regulations, especially in cases involving fraud and misuse of the Uni-

on's budget. In recent times, there has been a notable trend towards broa-

dening the scope of this regulation to encompass additional domains. This 

expansion aims to bolster transparency, accountability, and integrity in the 

management of public funds.90 

                                                           
88 According to media information, "several hundred cases from the Ministry of Interior and 

the Financial Police are pending in the Prosecutor's Office, but they are not being prosecuted. 

Authorities with 'robust action' in the judiciary, Radio Free Europe, 12 February 2025.  
89 Commission staff working document 2024 Rule of Law Report Country Chapter on the rule 

of law situation in North Macedonia 
90 - Regulation (EU, Euratom) 2018/1046 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 

18 July 2018 on the financial rules applicable to the general budget of the Union. 

- Directive 2014/24/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 26 February 2014 

on public procurement. 

- Directive (EU) 2017/1371 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 July 2017 on 

the fight against fraud to the Union's financial interests by means of criminal law (PIF 

Directive). 

- Council Regulation (EU) 2017/1939 of 12 October 2017 implementing enhanced 

cooperation on the establishment of the European Public Prosecutor's Office ('the EPPO').  

https://www.slobodnaevropa.mk/a/obvinitel-sudii-ostavki-razresuvanje-/33312200.html
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX%3A32018R1046
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX%3A32018R1046
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014L0024
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014L0024
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32017L1371
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32017L1371
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32017L1371
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32017R1939
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32017R1939
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The term "revolving doors" signifies the potential for corrupt practi-

ces when individuals transition from the public sector to the private sector, 

carrying confidential information or influence that may be exploited for per-

sonal gain. Conversely, the reverse scenario, where individuals from private 

enterprises or lobbying groups join the public administration, can lead to the 

formulation of policies that prioritize the interests of their previous employ-

ers over the public good.91 The private sector exerts an undue influence on 

public policies through former officials in this manner.  

To mitigate this risk, numerous countries have implemented protec-

tive measures, including: 

- Implementation of cooling-off periods, which restrict immediate em-

ployment in associated private sectors. 

- Emphasis on transparency by publicly disclosing new commitments 

post-departure from office. 

- Enforcement of sanctions for breaches of conflict-of-interest regula-

tions to uphold ethical norms and safeguard the public interest.92  

While the European Union consistently emphasizes the integrity of 

judges and prosecutors, there is a growing awareness regarding the integrity 

of senior government officials and Members of Parliament (MPs). However, 

the level of interest in this matter is relatively less pronounced and lacks a 

structured approach. Several member states have implemented distinct in-

tegrity regulations, with some having already formulated codes of conduct 

for individuals holding prominent public positions. These initiatives aim to 

enhance transparency, accountability, and public confidence. 

After a significant corruption scandal in December 2022, involving 

several Members of the European Parliament (MEPs), the European Union 

acted by establishing the EU Ethics Body.93 The objective of this document is 

to define "common, clear, and transparent" ethical standards for all politici-

ans within the EU institutions. These standards will encompass crucial as-

pects including the acceptance of gifts, the organization and disclosure of 

                                                           
91 One of the most controversial cases of "revolving doors" in the EU is related to José Manuel 

Barroso, former president of the European Commission (2004–2014), who in 2016, two 

years after leaving office, became president of Goldman Sachs International. The move rai-

sed concerns about potential conflicts of interest and led to an ethics investigation by the 

European Commission, as well as a petition with over 150,000 signatures to introduce stric-

ter rules for "revolving doors." Deutsche Welle, 9 December 2016.  
92 In France, there is the High Authority for Transparency in the Public Sphere (HATVP), which 

assesses whether former officials may work in certain private sectors. In Portugal, there are 

strict waiting periods, and in Germany the federal government can ban passage to the private 

sector for up to 18 months. 
93 Corruption scandal: MEPs insist on reforms for transparency and accountability, Press 

Release, European Parliament, 15 December 2022 

https://www.dw.com/en/eu-to-investigate-barroso-over-goldman-sachs-job/a-19545513
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20221212IPR64541/corruption-scandal-meps-insist-on-reforms-for-transparency-and-accountability
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meetings, declarations of interests and assets, secondary activities, and 

commitments after leaving office. 

The ethics body will serve in a purely advisory capacity, with a prima-

ry focus on promoting ethical guidelines and facilitating the exchange of best 

practices within the EU institutions.94 Investigations into corruption and fraud 

will persist under the oversight of specialized entities, namely the EU Anti-Fraud 

Office (OLAF) and the European Public Prosecutor's Office (EPPO).95  

The disclosure of property and interests by public officials serves as 

a fundamental mechanism for enhancing transparency and accountability 

within the public sector. It is a crucial requirement for fostering integrity and 

combating corruption. Many member states have established regulations 

mandating individuals holding political and executive positions to disclose 

such information. However, there exist notable disparities in the extent, tran-

sparency, accessibility, as well as the efficacy of verification and enforce-

ment mechanisms across different jurisdictions. 

In North Macedonia, public officials are mandated to submit proper-

ty declarations in accordance with the Law on Prevention of Corruption and 

Conflict of Interest. This submission is facilitated through the electronic plat-

form of the State Commission for the Prevention of Corruption (SCPC). While 

these declarations have the potential to serve as a robust tool in the fight 

against corruption, their actual effectiveness is currently constrained. 

The primary shortcomings arise from an inadequately efficient verifi-

cation mechanism for ensuring data accuracy and from the predominantly 

preventive nature of the SCPC. While the Commission possesses the autho-

rity to conduct investigations, compile reports, and alert the relevant autho-

rities in instances of confirmed irregularities, it lacks the mandate to enforce 

sanctions.96  

Research indicates that several officials submit declarations of as-

sets with insufficient or incomplete data without encountering legal repercu-

ssions. Civil society and the media outlets frequently raise concerns regar-

ding the disparity between politicians' living standards and their declared as-

sets, yet concrete criminal investigations are seldom initiated. The imple-

mentation of systematic lifestyle checks as a potential indicator of corrup-

tion or asset concealment is underdeveloped and infrequently executed, 

                                                           
94 Body for Ethical Standards: MEPs support deal between EU institutions and bodies, 22 

April 2024, News European Parliament.  
95 Alberto Alemanno, The EU interinstitutional body for ethical standards: A legal and policy 

analysis, Wiley, 26 August 2024.  
96 Borche Davitkovski, Gordana Lazhetikj, Ana Pavlovska-Daneva, Divna Ilikj-Dimoski, 

Konstantin Bitrakov, Anti-Corruption Law, Faculty of Law “Justinian I” p. 203. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20240311IPR19217/body-for-ethical-standards-meps-support-deal-between-eu-institutions-and-bodies
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/eulj.12532
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/eulj.12532
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/c/e/479630.pdf
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thereby weakening the preventive and oversight functions of anti-corruption 

transparency mechanisms.97 

An additional issue pertains to the diversity of individuals whose pro-

perty status is required for reporting. In certain countries, only spouses and 

children are mandated to disclose their assets, while in others, extended fa-

mily members are also included. Furthermore, the range of positions obliga-

ted to fulfill this reporting requirement varies, encompassing senior officials, 

directors, committee chairpersons, and advisers. For instance, in Romania, 

extending this obligation to the second tier of government would entail ap-

proximately 300,000 declarations of assets, significantly complicating the 

monitoring and verification processes. This illustrates that despite the pre-

sence of mechanisms aimed at enhancing transparency, the actual imple-

mentation poses a distinct challenge. 

A significant challenge in assessing property status lies in the discre-

pancy between the declared value and the actual worth of the property, as 

well as the purchase price. This disparity complicates the objective evalua-

tion process and creates opportunities for the concealment of wealth.98 

In various countries within the region, there exist notable disparities 

in the timing of public disclosure of declarations of assets. For instance, in 

Croatia, these declarations are accessible for one year following the conclu-

sion of the mandate, whereas in Serbia, they are available for three years. 

Conversely, in North Macedonia, such declarations are no longer accessible 

immediately after the term ends. This divergence significantly complicates 

the investigative process and restricts public visibility into the property hol-

dings of former officials. 

Despite the technical feasibility of integrating data from institutions 

such as tax administrations, cadasters, and central banks, the practical im-

plementation of these mechanisms remains rather constrained. Inadequate 

verification procedures, deficient institutional cooperation, and restricted ac-

cess to critical information serve as substantial barriers to effectively com-

batting pervasive high-ranking corruption. 

                                                           
97 In the Republic of North Macedonia, the State Commission for Prevention and Combating 

of Corruption undertakes significant initiatives to strengthen the integrity of public officials. 

Key documents covering this area include: the Integrity Persons Handbook (2022), Guide-

lines for the Implementation of Integrity Policy (2021), Integrity policy for the State Authorities 

and Public Sector Institutions, the Integrity Concept of North Macedonia as well as many 

other documents adopted by the Government and relevant ministries.  
98 In Hungary, there have been cases where luxury two-story villas have been reported as 

"wine cellars" to avoid tax liabilities and regulatory oversight. In Bulgaria, the "Apartmentgate" 

scandal exposed abuses in the purchase of properties at drastically lower prices by senior 

government officials. Although a few have resigned, corruption investigations remain limited, 

Rolling back state capture in Southeast Europe, Seldi, 2023. 

https://dksk.mk/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/%D0%9F%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%80%D0%B0%D1%87%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%BA-%D0%B7%D0%B0-%D0%B8%D0%BD%D1%82%D0%B5%D0%B3%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B5%D1%82.pdf
https://dksk.mk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Guidelines.pdf
https://dksk.mk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Guidelines.pdf
https://dksk.mk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/%D0%9D%D0%90%D0%A1%D0%9E%D0%9A%D0%98-%D0%97%D0%90-%D0%9F%D0%A0%D0%98%D0%9C%D0%95%D0%9D%D0%90-%D0%9D%D0%90-%D0%9F%D0%9E%D0%9B%D0%98%D0%A2%D0%98%D0%9A%D0%90%D0%A2%D0%90-%D0%9D%D0%90-%D0%98%D0%9D%D0%A2%D0%95%D0%93%D0%A0%D0%98%D0%A2%D0%95%D0%A2_EN.pdf
https://dksk.mk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/%D0%9D%D0%90%D0%A1%D0%9E%D0%9A%D0%98-%D0%97%D0%90-%D0%9F%D0%A0%D0%98%D0%9C%D0%95%D0%9D%D0%90-%D0%9D%D0%90-%D0%9F%D0%9E%D0%9B%D0%98%D0%A2%D0%98%D0%9A%D0%90%D0%A2%D0%90-%D0%9D%D0%90-%D0%98%D0%9D%D0%A2%D0%95%D0%93%D0%A0%D0%98%D0%A2%D0%95%D0%A2_EN.pdf
https://dksk.mk/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Pro-TRACCO-Integrity-Concept-f..pdf
https://seldi.net/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Rolling_Back_State_Capture_in_SE-NM.pdf
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In countries within the SEE-9 region, the sanctions imposed for fail-

ing to comply with the requirement to submit declarations of assets are of-

ten perceived as merely symbolic and lack the desired deterrent effect. The 

fines for the late or non-submission of declarations of assets typically range 

from €200 to €1,000, an amount that many officials view as a manageable 

expense, leading them to consciously disregard their legal obligations. Fur-

thermore, even in cases where investigations are initiated, individuals facing 

prosecution seldom encounter tangible consequences due to the sluggish 

implementation of punitive measures or the absence of commensurate re-

percussions. Moreover, the oversight institutions tasked with monitoring and 

enforcing compliance lack the necessary resources to effectively conduct 

their supervisory and punitive functions.99  

 

Graph No. 1. Indicators of Good Governance in the Republic of North 

Macedonia  

Source: World Bank, 2024100 

 

5. MEDIA FREEDOM AND PLURALISM  

 

A free and independent media plays a crucial role in democracy by 

serving as a vital mechanism for government oversight, promoting transpa-

rency, and ensuring accountability. Political interference or any form of pres-

                                                           
99 Ibid.p. 5 
100 Presentation by Joana Madjoska at the 4th session of NCEU-MC Working Group 6 “Anti-

Corruption”, held on 10 September 2024 with the title: “Data we trust: A prerequisite for a 

stronger economy and an effective fight against corruption”.  

https://nkeu.mk/2024/09/12/prezentatsija-podatotsi-na-koi-im-veruvame-preduslov-za-posilna-ekonomija-i-efikasna-borba-so-koruptsijata-od-joana-madhoska/
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sure on the media undermines media freedom and infringes upon citizens' 

rights to access and share information. 

The EU Rule of Law Report 2024 highlights the concerning trend of 

increasing control of the media landscape by large media conglomerates. 

This dominance poses a significant threat to media pluralism and editorial 

independence. 

To uphold clear regulations and safeguard the public interest, the EU 

has implemented additional regulatory measures in the media sector. These 

initiatives include measures to shield journalists from Strategic Lawsuits 

Against Public Participation (SLAPPs), which are abusive legal actions inten-

ded to intimidate and silence individuals or organizations engaging in public 

discussions of significant social importance. 

The regulatory framework within the European Union (EU) is deline-

ated by Directive (EU) 2024/1069101, which incorporates several pivotal sa-

feguards. These encompass the authority vested in courts to expeditiously 

dismiss evidently baseless claims, the potential for indemnifying defendants 

in instances of groundless claims, and the imposition of sanctions on clai-

mants engaging in such practices. It is important to note, however, that this 

Directive exclusively safeguards against judgments issued within the EU and 

does not extend to those emanating from third countries.102 

The European Union's framework for safeguarding media pluralism 

includes the following key components: transparency in media ownership in-

formation, equitable allocation of state advertising, and autonomy of public 

media outlets.103  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
101 Directive (EU) 2024/1069 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 April 

2024 on protecting persons who engage in public participation from manifestly unfounded 

claims or abusive court proceedings (“Strategic lawsuits against public participation”) 
102 For example, Green Peace International, facing baseless lawsuits filed by Energy Transfer, 

filed a lawsuit in a Dutch court alleging that the company was using the legal system to silen-

ce them. The process is still ongoing, but the Directive brings a new dimension to baseless 

lawsuits for public discourse. Financial Times, 11 February 2025.  
103 European Media Freedom Act, Regulation (EU) 2024/1083 of the European Parliament 

and of the Council of 11 April 2024 establishing a common framework for media services in 

the internal market and amending Directive 2010/13/EU (European Media Freedom Act) 

(Text with EEA relevance) 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2024/1069/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2024/1069/oj/eng
https://www.ft.com/content/b0c1fcfa-558f-45ff-aa59-ba2df42a1f7d?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2024/1083/oj/eng
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Graph No. 2: Security media risk of EU Member States and candidate 

countries  

(Source: Monitoring Media Pluralism in the Digital ERA, 2024, Center for 

Media Pluralism and Media Freedom) 

The graph offers a comprehensive depiction of the security risks lin-

ked to media freedom and pluralism within the European Union, encompas-

sing candidate countries as well. The data indicates that each Member State 

encounters varying levels of risk concerning these indicators. However, 

candidate countries exhibit a higher degree of vulnerability to these risks.104 

Based on the findings of the Rule of Law Report 2024, the safeguar-

ding of journalists in European nations is currently assessed to be at a mo-

derate level of jeopardy, notably heightened in the realm of digital security. 

In the year 2024, the security threat faced by journalists stood at 37%, 

marking a three percent escalation from the preceding year. 

The list of low-risk countries comprises Austria, Belgium, Czech Re-

public, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Lithuania, Luxembo-

urg, Portugal, Slovakia, Sweden, and the Netherlands. 

The countries with a medium risk level include Albania, Bulgaria, 

Croatia, Cyprus, France, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Malta, Montenegro, 

                                                           
104 Macedonian journalists, for example, often face lawsuits. In 2023, 19 lawsuits were filed 

against journalists, with 6 SLAPP lawsuits being registered, indicating the absence of an 

effective mechanism to prevent them. A significant step in this direction has been taken with 

the appointment of a special prosecutor in the Public Prosecutor's Office, whose competence 

is to monitor attacks on journalists and media workers. Report from the Association of 

Journalists, 2023.  

https://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/77028/Media%20Pluralism%20Monitor%20Report_2024.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
https://www.coe.int/en/web/freedom-expression/-/silencing-truth-confronting-slapps-and-defending-press-freedom-in-north-macedonia
https://www.coe.int/en/web/freedom-expression/-/silencing-truth-confronting-slapps-and-defending-press-freedom-in-north-macedonia
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Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia, Spain, and the Republic of North Mace-

donia. 

Based on the data provided, several countries experienced an en-

hancement in media pluralism in 2024, thereby moving them closer to the 

category of low-risk countries. These countries include Cyprus, France, Italy, 

Latvia, Malta, and the Republic of North Macedonia.105  

 

Graph No. 3. Protecting journalists in Europe 2024 (Source – Based on data 

from MONITORING MEDIA PLURALISM IN THE DIGITAL ERA, 2024) 

Enhancing the autonomy of national media regulators is crucial for 

promoting media pluralism. In the European Union, this aspect is governed 

by the Audiovisual Media Services Directive (Directive 2024/1083).106  

Media ownership plays a critical role in ensuring media pluralism, as 

it directly affects editorial policies. The European Union has already initiated 

efforts to enhance transparency in this area. 

According to the Rule of Law Report (2024), Ireland, Greece, and 

Spain have made commendable progress in establishing online registers for 

                                                           
105 Monitoring media pluralism in the digital era, 2024, Center for Media Pluralism and Media 

Freedom. 
106 Regulation (EU) 2024/1083 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 April 

2024 establishing a common framework for media services in the internal market and 

amending Directive 2010/13/EU (European Media Freedom Act) (Text with EEA relevance). 

https://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/77028/Media%20Pluralism%20Monitor%20Report_2024.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
https://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/77028/Media%20Pluralism%20Monitor%20Report_2024.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2024/1083/oj/eng
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media ownership. However, concerns remain regarding the independence 

and impartiality of media regulators in Hungary, Slovenia, Croatia, Bulgaria, 

and Poland, where there are no safeguards in place to prevent political inter-

ference in their appointment and operations. While Greece is recognized for 

taking initiatives to strengthen its media regulator, there are still recommen-

dations for improving resources to ensure its effective functioning. 

To facilitate the implementation of these recommendations aimed at 

improving the conditions within regulatory bodies, Regulation (EU) 2024/ 

1083 is particularly significant. This regulation, which will come into effect 

on 8 August 2025, aims to enhance transparency standards within the me-

dia landscape. 

In the Republic of North Macedonia, both print and electronic media 

are required to disclose their ownership to the regulatory authority, while di-

gital media continues to operate under a self-regulation model.107 In Serbia, 

the initiatives aimed at enhancing the transparency of media ownership ha-

ve not yet been fully completed, while there are ongoing concerns regarding 

the political and economic influences on the media landscape.  

 

5.1. State media advertising  

 

Financial resources for the media are essential for ensuring media 

pluralism and freedom. State advertising refers to the funds allocated by 

public institutions and state entities at both national and local levels for pro-

motional campaigns, media advertisements, and public information messa-

ges. Without clear and transparent allocation criteria, these funds can be 

misused for political influence, favoring media that support government age-

ndas while financially suppressing critical outlets. 

The European Media Freedom Act mandates Member States to es-

tablish clear criteria and procedures for state advertising allocation and to 

publish detailed information annually on the funds so spent.  

In 2017, the Government of the Republic of North Macedonia made 

the decision to abolish state advertising in private media outlets. However, 

in 2024, a shortened legislative procedure was used to reintroduce state 

advertising within the framework of a law aimed at harmonizing national and 

                                                           
107 Law on Audio and Audiovisual Media Services, Official Gazette No. 184, and all amen-

dments and additions during the past 10 years.  

https://avmu.mk/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Zakon_za_audio_i_audiovizuelni_mediumski_uslugi_mkd_1.pdf
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European legislation.108 Media associations, who were against the reinstate-

ment of this law, raised concerns regarding the potential promotion of clien-

telist and corrupt practices. They emphasized that such actions could have 

significant implications on media independence and freedom of expression.  

In accordance with the law, both the state and municipalities are re-

quired to finance media campaigns with 0.1% of their revenues, equating to 

approximately 3-4 million euros annually. These funds are to be distributed 

as follows: 65% to national television, 25% to satellite television and radio, 

and 10% to regional media. The MRT public service remains financially reli-

ant on the state, which designates 0.5% of the budget for its operational ne-

eds. It is noteworthy that online media platforms do not receive budgetary 

support but obtain funding through election campaigns. 

A notable exception is the 2018 Electoral Law, which permitted poli-

tical parties to receive budgetary allocations for media representation. Con-

sequently, over €8 million was earmarked for this purpose during the 2020 

and 2021 elections.109 

 

5.2. The right of access to information  

 

The right of access to information from public institutions is pivotal 

for promoting transparency and accountability, particularly for civil society 

and journalists. Nonetheless, the implementation of this right varies signifi-

cantly among EU Member States and enlargement candidates. 

Austria is currently initiating steps to constitutionally ensure this 

right, while Estonia, Luxembourg, Bulgaria, and Finland are making invest-

ments in digitized systems and proactively publishing data. Conversely, prog-

ress has been limited in Spain, Poland, Germany, Greece, Romania, and 

Malta, where challenges such as administrative obstacles, delays, and se-

lective disclosure persist. In Italy, legal constraints hinder access to judicial 

information related to criminal proceedings. 

It is worth noting that there are countries classified as "full democ-

racies" where media freedom is notably high, such as Sweden, Finland, the 

Netherlands, Denmark, and Ireland.110  

                                                           
108 In February 2024, the Assembly adopted the Law on Audio and Audiovisual Media 

Services reintroducing state advertising in the media, Official Gazette of the Republic of 

Macedonia, No. 184/13, 13/14, 44/14, 101/14, 132/14, 13/16, 142/16 and 132/17 
109 Clientelism as a Modus Operandi, Media Ownership Monitor, North Macedonia, 2023.  
110 RSF’s 2024 index: in countries where press freedom is at risk, so is democracy, Reporters 

Without Borders.  

http://www.ujp.gov.mk/files/attachment/0000/0697/Zakon_za_audio_i_audiovizuelni_uslugi_132_2017.pdf
http://www.ujp.gov.mk/files/attachment/0000/0697/Zakon_za_audio_i_audiovizuelni_uslugi_132_2017.pdf
https://www.slvesnik.com.mk/Issues/b063254742a44129b8dfe1221762ddb4.pdf
https://www.slvesnik.com.mk/Issues/0e0a86554a5c4720bffdf951194f7072.pdf
https://www.slvesnik.com.mk/Issues/88e444dd763e40828e6d9b55122f6860.pdf
https://www.slvesnik.com.mk/Issues/bc3963a9885741d5a07b3a8c988460e8.pdf
https://www.slvesnik.com.mk/Issues/20f829a3a1794fbfaf42c231e32e8211.pdf
https://www.slvesnik.com.mk/Issues/f61770d1048249669ff274696f8ec6b5.pdf
https://www.slvesnik.com.mk/Issues/6f8d996e802342e0ae27878062c8ecff.pdf
https://www.slvesnik.com.mk/Issues/29e386280616444b906426bc91fb7005.pdf
https://north-macedonia.mom-gmr.org/mk/naodi/financial-dependency/
https://rsf.org/en/rsf-s-2024-index-countries-where-press-freedom-risk-so-democracy
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In an endeavor to achieve a harmonious blend of transparency and 

safeguarding personal data, Directive (EU) 2024/1640 concerning the pre-

vention of money laundering, on which an interim agreement was reached 

by the Council and the European Parliament in January 2024, establishes a 

requirement to demonstrate a "legitimate interest" in accessing information. 

Consequently, designated entities, including journalists and representatives 

of civil society, will possess exclusive rights to access information pertaining 

to the ownership framework of companies, financial transactions, and other 

pertinent data.111 This provision is a response to past legal disputes concer-

ning public access to information regarding the beneficial owners of compa-

nies and financial transactions. In a previous ruling in 2022, the Court of 

Justice of the EU determined that unrestricted public access to this informa-

tion infringes upon the right to privacy. Through this directive, access is now 

restricted to entities capable of demonstrating a "legitimate interest". This 

provision enables investigative journalists and civil society organizations to 

uphold scrutiny over suspicious financial activities while safeguarding the 

personal data of individuals. 

In candidate countries, while the right of access to information is le-

gally ensured, journalists and civil society organizations often encounter 

challenges such as avoidance of publication by institutions, formal refusals, 

or prolonged response times in practice. This indicates the presence of ad-

ministrative hurdles and the absence of penalties for institutions that deny 

data provision. 

According to the 2024 Media Freedom Index by Reporters Without 

Borders (RSF), the Republic of North Macedonia has been ranked 36th out 

of 180 countries, showing an improvement of two positions from the pre-

vious year. It falls within the category of 17 countries with a satisfactory level 

of media freedom, referred to as "flawed democracies." Based on this data, 

the Republic of North Macedonia leads the region, surpassing Montenegro 

(40th), Slovenia (42nd), Croatia (48th), Kosovo (75th), Bosnia and Herze-

govina (81st), Serbia (98th), and Albania (99th).112  

In spite of the favorable advancements, the European Commission hi-

ghlighted in its October 2024 report that the legal framework regulating the 

media in North Macedonia is not entirely in line with European legislation, 

                                                           
111 Directive (EU) 2024/1640 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 31 May 2024 

on the mechanisms to be put in place by Member States for the prevention of the use of the 

financial system for the purposes of money laundering or terrorist financing, amending Di-

rective(EU) 2019/1937, and amending and repealing Directive (EU) 2015/849 
112 RSF’s 2024 index: in countries where press freedom is at risk, so is democracy, Reporters 

Without Borders.  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2024/1640/oj/eng
https://rsf.org/en/rsf-s-2024-index-countries-where-press-freedom-risk-so-democracy
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notably the European Media Freedom Act. This underscores the necessity for 

additional reforms to achieve full compliance with European standards. 

 

6. SEPARATION-OF-POWER CHALLENGES – CHECKS AND BALANCES  

 

 The principle of separation of powers stands as a cornerstone of 

democratic governance and the rule of law. It plays a pivotal role in mainta-

ining a delicate balance among the various branches of government and in 

averting the undue concentration of authority by implementing oversight and 

control mechanisms. Ongoing efforts to enhance the legislative process are 

evident in numerous Member States, such as the reduction of expedited le-

gislative procedures, the enhancement of digital platforms for unrestricted 

access to legislation, and the refinement of impact assessments and public 

consultations (e.g., Czech Republic, Ireland, Portugal). 113 

 Nevertheless, certain Member States persist in practices characteri-

zed by the excessive utilization of expedited procedures in enacting laws 

and the absence of consultations with relevant stakeholders. For instance, 

Spain's enactment of a law concerning the institutional, political, and social 

normalization of Catalonia sparked controversy and garnered attention from 

the Venice Commission for evaluation.  

 In certain Member States, such as Hungary, a notable trend is the 

frequent amendments to laws, leading to heightened legal uncertainty and 

apprehensions regarding arbitrary government actions. These concerns are 

viewed as hindrances to the smooth functioning of enterprises within the 

single market. 

 To enhance oversight and ensure a system of checks and balances, 

several countries are undertaking constitutional reforms. For instance, Italy 

is revising its Constitution to promote greater government stability, Bulgaria 

is aiming to restrict the president's authority over interim governments, and 

Lithuania is empowering the Judicial Council to lodge constitutional com-

plaints against legislation impacting the judiciary.  

 Efforts to enhance the quality of the legislative process hold signifi-

cant importance. In Croatia, Cyprus, and Luxembourg, ongoing initiatives 

aim to reinforce legislation regarding the impact of public consultation as-

sessments. However, additional measures are imperative to augment public 

engagement in the legislative framework. 

                                                           
113 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the 

European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, 2024 Rule of 

Law Report The rule of law situation in the European Union. 

https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/27db4143-58b4-4b61-a021-a215940e19d0_en?filename=1_1_58120_communication_rol_en.pdf
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 Independent human rights institutions, ombudsman, and equality 

bodies play a crucial role in maintaining checks and balances. Certain coun-

tries have bolstered these institutions by assigning new responsibilities and 

allocating increased financial resources. For instance, Bulgaria and Cyprus 

have expanded the powers of the Ombudsman Office, while Poland has aug-

mented the budgetary allocation for its operations. 

 As of 2022, reports now encompass data on the implementation 

status of key judgments from the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR), 

serving as a pivotal indicator of the rule of law's efficacy within a nation. The 

compliance levels with these judgments vary across Member States. Within 

the EU, approximately 44% of significant ECHR rulings from the past decade 

remain unenforced, representing a slight up-tick compared to the preceding 

year. 

  

6.1. The separation of power and checks and balances in the 

Republic of North Macedonia  

 

Checks and balances represent a key part of democracy, particularly 

in constitutional democracies. In this system, power is divided among three 

branches: the executive, legislative, and judicial. The legislature creates 

laws, the executive enforces them, and the judiciary interprets the laws and 

ensures they follow the constitution. This structure helps prevent the abuse 

of power.114 In the majority of modern legal systems, courts possess the aut-

hority to annul laws that are inconsistent with the constitution. Conversely, 

judges and significant officials are appointed by the executive branch, albeit 

following a recommendation and the ultimate formal endorsement of the 

legislative body.  

 While the separation of powers is constitutionally enshrined, still the 

legislature encounters considerable obstacles in fulfilling its oversight res-

ponsibilities concerning the executive branch. These challenges are prima-

rily attributable to the dynamics of political processes and the substantial 

influence of party structures on decision-making. Consequently, decisions 

                                                           
114 "In the Republic of North Macedonia, according to the Constitution and laws, the Go-

vernment is accountable to the Assembly as the highest legislative instance of representa-

tives of citizens. The Assembly exercises political control and supervision over the Gover-

nment and other public office holders. However, the factual situation in North Macedonia 

shows the opposite – the executive branch politicizes state institutions and interferes in de-

cision-making processes. There is no effective oversight of its actions, making the Govern-

ment's accountability to the Assembly formal and non-essential", The Power of the Executive, 

Transparency International Macedonia, 2017.  

https://transparency.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/mokta_na_izvrssnata_vlast.pdf
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are predominantly coordinated within political parties, which significantly di-

minishes the capacity for independent action by the Assembly of the Repub-

lic of North Macedonia as an effective control mechanism. Furthermore, 

public opinion surveys assessing the performance of the Assembly reveal a 

marked lack of trust among citizens; on a scale of 1 to 5, the institution re-

ceives an average rating of 2.1, indicating notably unsatisfactory percepti-

ons of its efficacy.115  

 The ruling government, serving as the executive branch, typically has 

the backing of the majority in the Assembly, which influences the Assembly's 

ability to perform its oversight duties. In this scenario, the legislature, bey-

ond its law-making responsibilities, frequently functions as a mere supporti-

ve apparatus for the strategic choices of the executive. Experts note that 

this substantial backing can compromise transparency and accountability, 

underlining the importance of reinforcing checks and balances, an essential 

component for enhancing democratic processes and upholding the rule of 

law as such in the country.116  

 The control mechanisms of the Assembly over the government are 

not yielding the anticipated outcomes. Parliamentary inquiries, being a pivo-

tal tool for parliamentary oversight, frequently fail to elicit specific responses 

or are met with ambiguous formulations, thereby diminishing their effica-

cy.117 To date, no interpellation has led to the removal of an official. Additio-

nally, commissions of inquiry, entrusted with conducting impartial investiga-

tions into governmental operations and institutions, frequently encounter 

political obstacles and seldom reach definitive conclusions.118 Furthermore, 

motions of no confidence typically fail due to the Assembly majority being 

predominantly comprised of MPs from the governing political party coalition. 

Surveys indicate that merely 4% of citizens perceive the Assembly as effec-

tively overseeing the Government's activities, with 27% believing that defini-

tely the Government exerts considerable influence over the Assembly itself. 

  As per the Rule of Law Report, the Macedonian Assembly encoun-

ters notable operational obstacles such as legislative procrastination, usual-

ly by filibustering or lack of required quorum presence of the MPs, and the 

                                                           
115 Vlora Rechica, A view of the assembly: citizens' perceptions of the work of the Assembly of 

the Republic of North Macedonia, Institute for Democracy “Societas Civilis” – Skopje (IDSCS) 

2023. 
116 Martina Zhuzhelovska & Gonca Bayraktar Durgun (2023),the Parliamentary control over 

the Government in the Republic of North Macedonia, 2023, The Academic Elegance, Year: 

2023/Issue: 21 /Volume: 10 /Page: 339-357. 
117 Ibid.  
118 According to a 2023 survey by the Institute for Democracy "Societas Civilis" – Skopje 

(IDSCS), 58% of Macedonian citizens believe that (partially or completely) parliamentary issu-

es are also used to "advertise the Government" 

https://idscs.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/A4_MKD-TERENSKA_ANKETA_2023.pdf
https://idscs.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/A4_MKD-TERENSKA_ANKETA_2023.pdf
https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/download/article-file/2989044
https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/download/article-file/2989044
https://idscs.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/A4_MKD-TERENSKA_ANKETA_2023.pdf
https://idscs.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/A4_MKD-TERENSKA_ANKETA_2023.pdf
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tardiness in appointing crucial state and government officials, thereby impe-

ding the continuity and effectiveness of institutions as such.119 The frequent 

utilization of expedited legislative processes, notably the so-called EU-flag-

ged procedure, facilitates the rapid enactment of substantial laws without 

adequate public discourse or a comprehensive evaluation of their repercus-

sions. This practice diminishes the transparency and inclusivity of the law-

making process. These shortcomings, coupled with the infrequent engage-

ment of public consultation and recurrent revisions of already enacted laws, 

engender legal ambiguity and hinder their efficient execution.  

 Based on the data, a mere 9% of citizens hold the belief that laws 

undergo infrequent modifications, with the majority expressing the view that 

they change either too frequently or frequently.120 Despite the adoption of 

the Assembly's new Rules of Procedure in 2024 with the intention of addres-

sing these shortcomings, tangible outcomes are yet to materialize. The Na-

tional Electronic Consultation System platform (ENER) continues to be un-

derutilized, as only 37% of proposed draft laws were disclosed to the public 

in 2022. This, coupled with the regular amendments to laws, contributes to 

legal ambiguity and complicates their enforcement.  

 The introductory sections have already highlighted the substantial 

challenges confronting the judiciary in terms of its independence, imparti-

ality, and integrity. Despite these obstacles, courts at various levels, notably 

the Constitutional Court, serve a crucial function in upholding the rule of law 

in the country. However, the significant political sway in the appointment of 

judges remains a delicate issue that hampers the effective operation of the 

justice system. The interference of political interests and compromises in 

the selection of constitutional judges raises doubts about the independence 

of this pivotal institution, potentially leading to enduring repercussions for 

the entire rule of law framework.121  

 The percentage of judgments from the European Court of Human 

Rights that have been implemented is low. Currently, 29% of the rulings 

from the last 10 years remain unenforced. This situation emphasizes the 

need for more efforts to align with European standards and to enhance the 

mechanisms for implementing these judgments effectively. 

 The Office of the Ombudsman encounters obstacles to its indepen-

dence, primarily stemming from inadequate financial and human resources 

                                                           
119 Commission staff working document 2024 Rule of Law Report Country Chapter on the 

rule of law situation in North Macedonia. 
120 According to a 2023 survey by the Societas Civilis Institute for Democracy – Skopje 

(IDSCS). 
121 Commision staff working document 2024 Rule of Law Report Country Chapter on the rule 

of law situation in North Macedonia.  

https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
https://idscs.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/A4_MKD-TERENSKA_ANKETA_2023.pdf
https://idscs.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/A4_MKD-TERENSKA_ANKETA_2023.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e7197a43-7f00-4eac-b02d-818ac71345f0_en?filename=61_1_58090_coun_chap_northmacedonia_nm.pdf
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that constrain its effectiveness as a supervisory body. Furthermore, the 

outright dependence on the Government for the approval of the budget of 

the Office of the Ombudsman could compromise its autonomy and diminish 

the ability to safeguard human rights within the country. 

 In spite of the fact that civil society organizations (CSOs) are actively 

engaged in society-related matters, their involvement in policy-making pro-

cesses is significantly restricted. The absence of any meetings organized by 

the government advisory Council for Cooperation with and Development of 

Civil Sector in 2023 and 2024, due to a CSOs’ boycott triggered by funding 

cuts and then reallocating them to the Ministry of Political System as the 

end user, signifies the government's stance towards the civil sector. This 

sector, crucial for monitoring public policies, their execution, and advocating 

civic interests in dialogues with state institutions, is thereby marginalized. 

 

7. HOW TO INCREASE THE RESILIENCE OF THE RULE OF LAW IN THE 

EUROPEAN UNION AND IN CANDIDATE COUNTRIES 

 

The objective of all endeavors to fortify the rule of law is to ensure 

that governments, represented by institutions, operate within the legal boun-

daries, in alignment with democratic principles, and uphold fundamental rig-

hts under the oversight of independent and unbiased courts. The Rule of 

Law Resilience Report provides insights into safeguarding the rule of law in 

circumstances where it is compromised.122 In instances where authoritarian 

inclinations within a society stifle democratic procedures, often justified un-

der the guise of “acting in accordance with the people's will,” there emerges 

a gradual erosion of democracy, thereby jeopardizing the rule of law as 

such.123 Fundamentally, the rule of law necessitates robust institutions dedi-

cated to safeguarding the collective public interest, delivering quality public 

services, appointing personnel based on meritocracy through democratic 

means, and ensuring transparency in the selection of managerial staff. 

The RESILIO Project Report offers an in-depth analysis of the factors 

that impact the resilience of the rule of law.124 The research encompasses 

all 27 EU Member States and introduces a novel tool to enhance the ef-

                                                           
122 Maria Skora and York Albrecht, Strengthening the Resilience of the Rule of Law through 

Democracy, 4 April 2024, Verfassungsblog.  
123 Ibid. 
124 “What makes the rule of law resilient? Evidence from EU 27”, summarizing the 2-year-long 

research project “RESILIO” carried out by the Institut für Europäische Politik in Berlin and 

funded by Stiftung Mercator and the Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values Program of the 

European Commission. 

https://verfassungsblog.de/strengthening-the-resilience/
https://verfassungsblog.de/strengthening-the-resilience/
https://iep-berlin.de/site/assets/files/3623/iep_resilio_monitor_fullreport_final_digital_20240305.pdf
https://iep-berlin.de/en/projects/future-of-european-integration/resilio/
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fectiveness of the EU's Rule of Law Mechanism. Moreover, it establishes a 

precise and actionable definition of the rule of law, incorporating empirical 

benchmarks and standardized criteria. The project also devises tools to im-

plement the Mechanism's recommendations, creates a Rule of Law Index to 

enhance data visibility, and encourages a crosscutting dialogue on the rule 

of law within each EU Member State. The suggestion for a comprehensive di-

alogue extends to EU candidate countries as well, with a specific focus on 

sharing best practices.125  

 Resilience pertains to a system's capacity to withstand shocks, 

preserve its functionality, uphold its structure, and accomplish objectives. In 

the context of the rule of law, this implies the ability to foresee risks, absorb 

impacts, adapt to challenges, and overcome threats.126 

The survey data mentioned above validate that robust and effective 

institutions play a pivotal role in bolstering the resilience of the rule of law. 

Consequently, the adherence of public administration and the judiciary to 

principles of independence from political influences emerges as a crucial 

factor. Equally significant are transparency in appointments and the eradi-

cation of corruption. Notably, the Resilio project’s toolkit underscores the 

paramount importance of preventing and combating corruption through the 

establishment of collaborative networks, the adoption of the proposed Anti-

Corruption Directive, and mandatory involvement with the European Public 

Prosecutor's Office (EPPO) during the accession period. 

Moreover, the resilience of the rule of law is intricately tied to the en-

forcement of appropriate sanctions, as well as fostering accountability and 

transparency. The report lists the special role of civil space - recognized as 

the space of active, aware, and informed citizens with high degree of associ-

ation.  

To fortify the resilience of the rule of law, it is imperative to have in-

dependent media outlets that remain impartial towards populist government 

policies, providing informative, educational, and analytically sound disco-

urse. Such media entities not only shape the caliber of public discourse but 

also serve as watchdogs, safeguarding public interests and ensuring acco-

untability of authorities. In the case of Poland, the media outlets played a pi-

votal role in galvanizing citizens, exposing undemocratic practices that 

influenced a shift in power during elections. 

                                                           
125 “RESILIO – Resilience Observatory on the rule of law in Europe” IEP  Toolbox Report, 

2024.  
126 Resilio Monitor, What makes the rule of law resilient? Evidence from EU27, IEP, Berlin, 

Full Report, 2023 . 

https://iep-berlin.de/site/assets/files/3756/iep_resilio_toolbox_final.pdf
https://iep-berlin.de/site/assets/files/3623/resilio_abschlussbericht.pdf
https://iep-berlin.de/site/assets/files/3623/resilio_abschlussbericht.pdf
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Furthermore, it is encouraged to enact the European Press Freedom 

Act and to organize initiatives that foster journalist engagement and deepen 

their commitment to upholding the rule of law.  

 

7.1. The Resilience of the Rule of Law in the Republic of North 

Macedonia from the Perspective of Civil Initiatives  

 

Based on data stemming from 2024, the Republic of North Mace-

donia is positioned 67th out of 142 countries globally, with a rule of law 

index value of 0.53.127 Denmark holds the top position in terms of the rule 

of law, boasting an index of 0.90, approaching the upper threshold of excel-

lence at 1.00.  

 

Chart No. 4. Rule of Law Indices in the Republic of North Macedonia 

 

The institutional system of the Republic of North Macedonia is struc-

tured based on contemporary democratic principles and is integrated into 

the overarching legal framework, which significantly adheres to European 

                                                           
127 World Justice Project 2024.  

https://worldjusticeproject.org/rule-of-law-index/global/2024/North%20Macedonia/Criminal%20Justice/
https://worldjusticeproject.org/rule-of-law-index/global/2024/North%20Macedonia/Criminal%20Justice/
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standards. This alignment underscores the nation's dedication to achieving 

European Union membership.128  

The nation was among the pioneers in the region to initiate the appl-

ication for European Union membership. However, throughout this journey 

of integration, there have been stages characterized by advancements and 

enthusiasm, as well as periods marked by stagnation. The dynamic of the 

European integration process is evolving due to global geopolitical shifts, 

internal developments within the EU, bilateral challenges with neighboring 

countries, and alterations in the reform agendas of individual governments 

– a process expected to unfold gradually over an extended duration. Prac-

tice has shown that the longer the preparation for EU membership persists, 

the diminished the likelihood of complete compliance with the stipulated 

requirements.129  

Citizens' rule-of-law initiatives, particularly the National Convention 

on European Union (NCEU-MK), emphasize that the political dialogue con-

cerning European integration and reform initiatives tends to be largely su-

perficial. Political figures frequently employ European terminology and out-

wardly endorse the European outlook yet fail to engage substantively with 

the core issues – namely, the practical strategies for enacting reforms tailo-

red to a particular brand of political functionality. This approach aims to por-

tray institutions as robust and effective, despite the prevailing evidence sug-

gesting otherwise in reality.130 Furthermore, when faced with direct pressure 

from international entities or the European Union, domestic political elites 

frequently enact laws and policies only to formally fulfill external require-

ments without a genuine commitment to their practical implementation. This 

results in a phenomenon known as "formal compliance" with European nor-

ms, rather than the actual accomplishment of these standards.  

                                                           
128 Part of the Statement by the President of the National Assembly Afrim Gashi at the 

Seventh Plenary Conference of the National Convention on the European Union in the 

Republic of North Macedonia (NCEU-MK), held on 11 December 2024 at the Macedonian 

Assembly on the topic: "Fundamental values of the European Union – facing new challenges 

in the context of enlargement".  
129 “As a region and as a candidate country, we are not perfect. There are many things that 

need to be improved, but I am sure that we deserved to start negotiations for EU membership 

a long time ago, but there was always a good or less good reason not to start those negoti-

ations. However, when the rules of the game change, and that is after the game has already 

begun, the process then becomes slow and uncertain." From Antonio Miloshoski's speech at  

the Seventh Plenary Conference of the NCEU-MK, 11 December 2024.  
130 Kmezic, M. (2020). According to the author, the concept of "stabilitocracy" (i.e., first 

stability then democracy) that is characteristic of the political elites of the Western Balkans is 

used by the rhetoric in context of domestic European integration to maintain their position, 

without a real commitment to democratic reform and the rule of law, but without substantive 

implementation, leading to "false compliance."  

https://nkeu.mk/en/2024/12/13/seventh-plenary-conference-of-nceu-mk-it-is-time-for-leadership-and-wise-decisions-on-the-path-to-eu/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ftTIwODnv4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ftTIwODnv4
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/317772373_EU_Rule_of_Law_Promotion_Judiciary_Reform_in_the_Western_Balkans
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Within the context of European integration, while political elites hold 

a pivotal and definitive position in governance, they are not the sole contri-

butors. To ensure the efficacy of the process, it is imperative to conduct it in 

a democratic and inclusive fashion, necessitating the active engagement 

and consultation of all stakeholders, including civil society, academia, the 

business sector, and the media outlets. Without dialogue, the essence of 

true democracy is compromised.131 Should the process be executed merely 

as a formality and as a political tactic, devoid of genuine engagement from 

the general public, citizens – despite holding favorable views on European 

integration – will readily discern the inefficiencies in the process manage-

ment. This inefficacy is frequently attributed to national governments, yet ac-

countability also extends to the EU itself, particularly concerning the inade-

quately efficient handling of the enlargement process. In certain instances, 

this process may be utilized as a means to evade domestic responsibility. 

During discussions within the NCEU-MK and various citizens' initi-

atives, the transformation of Albania's judicial system is frequently highlig-

hted as a notable example. Despite encountering numerous obstacles, the 

justice system vetting process yielded positive results, catalyzing advance-

ments in other fields and fostering enhanced trust among citizens in insti-

tutional frameworks. This, in turn, propelled progress in the European inte-

gration journey. "Albania has made significant strides in combating corrup-

tion over the past five years. Previously untouchable politicians now face un-

certainty. This shift is not coincidental; it stems from Albania's commitment 

to judicial reform aimed at fortifying the rule of law. While the judicial refor-

ms incurred substantial costs since 2019, the present outcomes recognize 

the value of these endeavors."132 

The development of institutional maturity, particularly within the field 

of justice, is paramount, as constructing a "healthy home without solid foun-

dations’ is impracticable. The judiciary stands out as one of the most intrica-

te components of state governance. "Historically, reform initiatives and 

change proposals have encountered criticism and resistance. It is imperati-

ve to break free from the cycle of unfulfilled promises and mutual accusati-

                                                           
131 "Membership negotiations require intensive efforts from the whole society. The govern-

ment cannot do it alone, it must be a national project and everyone must be the bearers, in-

cluding the Assembly, civil society, the opposition, every town and village, and ultimately 

every citizen of your country" – part of a speech by Miroslav Lajčák, EU Special Representa-

tive for the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue and Regional Affairs of the Western Balkans, 7th 

Plenary Conference of the NCEU-MK.  
132 Elda Zotaj, Assistant Professor at Aleksandër Moisiu University of Durrës, Albania. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ftTIwODnv4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ftTIwODnv4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ftTIwODnv4
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ons. Instead, embracing maturity entails acknowledging shortcomings in im-

plementing crucial decisions."133  

These perspectives to a certain degree acknowledge the significance 

of the National Convention on the European Union in the Republic of North 

Macedonia as a forum for organized discourse. They also recognize the 

multitude of citizens' initiatives operating in this domain, notably their stead-

fast commitment to bringing to light matters concerning the judiciary, even 

at the potential cost of facing repercussions, including those affecting indi-

viduals within the professional sphere of the system. 

"The rule of law does not rest solely on the shoulders of the judiciary 

and judges. Each of us shares a portion of this responsibility. Effective coor-

dination is essential for reforms to be spearheaded by practitioners. The 

courts must proactively take the lead – not just in enacting laws but also in 

consistently and impartially enforcing them."134 

Current Challenges to the Rule of Law from the Perspective of the 

National Convention on the European Union in the Republic of North Ma-

cedonia 

The pace of judicial reforms has been sluggish, with the pursuit of ju-

dicial independence frequently overshadowing other pressing priorities in 

this domain. Despite the progress made by other democracies in leveraging 

artificial intelligence and regulating cryptocurrencies, the domestic judicial 

system continues to grapple with inherent challenges and structural defici-

encies. 

The Republic of North Macedonia has made notable strides in en-

hancing the transparency of its judiciary, particularly in terms of engaging 

with the public and enhancing accountability. Despite these advancements, 

the negative perceptions held by citizens could potentially undermine efforts 

to achieve greater independence. Participants in discussions have empha-

sized that a true measure of the judiciary's increased independence would 

be the successful resolution of high-profile corruption cases; however, to 

date, not a single such case has been fully concluded and sanctioned. On 

the other hand, following the amendments to the then Criminal Code in Sep-

tember 2023, numerous ongoing cases, even those not yet formally com-

                                                           
133 Radica Lazareska Gerovska, State Counsellor for Execution, Notary and Mediation, 

Ministry of Justice – from the presentation at the Seventh Plenary Conference of NCEU-MK.  
134 Darko Avramovski, "All for a Fair Trial" – Skopje, from the presentation of the Seventh 

Plenary Conference of the NCEU-MK.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ftTIwODnv4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ftTIwODnv4


  

64 

menced by the courts, have been closed as such on new deadline grounds 

of becoming obsolete.135 

The undue hasty adoption of laws designated as "European integra-

tion priorities", given a red flag, frequently fails to ensure the definite suc-

cessful adoption of European standards. This approach can disrupt the 

equilibrium among the three branches of government, leading to the predo-

minance of the executive branch over the legislative and judicial branches. 

Consequently, it compromises the fundamental principles of the separation 

of powers and democracy.  

The protracted duration of court cases underscores the adage: "Jus-

tice delayed is justice denied," highlighting a systemic flaw. The efficacy of 

the judicial system is not solely contingent on the quantity of judges; the 

shortage of personnel is not the primary cause of sluggish court procee-

dings.136 The primary issue lies in the inadequate interconnection among 

institutions within the justice system and the absence of efficient coordina-

tion between courts, investigative bodies, and prosecutors. Experts empha-

size that the deficiency in interoperability and a distinct delineation of res-

ponsibilities further hampers the process and diminishes the effectiveness 

of court proceedings.137  

Clientelism and institutional partisanship directly undermine the 

reform progression. The process of selection and appointment of office hol-

ders and public administration clerks just based on political loyalty and party 

affiliation rather than merit leads to dysfunctional institutions, impedes the 

recruitment of qualified personnel, and results in the mere formal acceptan-

ce of reforms as such, without their practical execution.138  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
135 Lenche Ristoska, Prosecutor at the Basic Public Prosecutor's Office, Skopje – from the 

presentation at the 15th session of the NCEU-MK Working Group 3, Justice and Fundamental 

Rights (Chapter 23),6 November 2024. Agenda.  
136 Stefan Gojković, President of the Association of Court Assistants, Republic of Serbia: 

"Efficiency in the judiciary is not related to the number of judges. The problem will not be 

solved by increasing their numbers" – from the presentation of the Seventh Plenary 

Conference of the NCEU-MK, 11 November 2024.  
137 Daniela Aleksovska Stojanovska, Judge, Basic Criminal Court – Skopje, from the 

presentation at the 15th session of the NCEU-MK Working Group 3, Justice and Fundamental 

Rights, held on 11 November 2024.  
138 Odd Berne Malmö, Senior Advisor, Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized 

Crime, 14th session of Working Group 4 (Chapter 24), 8 July 2024.  

https://nkeu.mk/2024/11/08/agenda-za-15-sesija-na-rabotna-grupa-3-pravosudstvo-i-osnovni-prava-poglavje-23-pristap-do-pravdata-podignuvane-na-efikasnosta-na-sudskite-postapki-i-kvalitetot-na-sudskata-pravda/
https://nkeu.mk/en/2024/12/13/seventh-plenary-conference-of-nceu-mk-it-is-time-for-leadership-and-wise-decisions-on-the-path-to-eu/
https://nkeu.mk/2024/11/06/digitalizatsijata-i-reorganizatsijata-vo-pravosudniot-sistem-ke-pridonese-za-pokvalitetno-sudstvo-i-efikasni-sudski-postapki/
https://nkeu.mk/2024/07/09/prezentatsija-preku-profesionalnost-i-integritet-do-transparentnost-i-otchetnost-vo-politsiskoto-rabotene-od-od-berner-malme/
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PART TWO  

 

Dr. Marija VELJOVSKA KONDOVSKA139 

Risto ILIEVSKI MA140  

 

 

EUROPEAN UNION ENLARGEMENT: CHALLENGES AND 

PROSPECTS IN CONTEXT OF RULE OF LAW 

  

INTRODUCTION  

 

The Republic of North Macedonia considers full membership in the 

European Union to be a strategic objective in the process of its European in-

tegration. A significant emphasis has been placed on fulfilling the criteria ne-

cessary to commence negotiations, as evidenced by the degree of economic 

integration achieved, adherence to European legislation, the cultivation of 

amicable relations with neighboring countries, and, more recently, the cont-

ribution to regional cooperation.141 

The process of accession to the European Union is predicated on a 

commitment to the implementation of reforms, the sustained alignment with 

European standards, and the active engagement of all societal stakehold-

ers. This analysis aims to underscore the pivotal elements of the integration 

process, its significance, and the requisite steps for achieving accession. 

The subsequent discussion will delineate the foundational principles 

that govern the EU's operational procedures and the pivotal role of enlarge-

ment within the framework of its foreign policy. The present study will direct 

its attention to the current accession process, with a particular focus on the 

new accession methodology, the screening process, and the European Com-

mission reports that delineate the framework for the Republic of North Mac-

edonia and other candidate countries in the Western Balkans. 

The analysis will prioritize Cluster 1, entitled "Fundamentals," which 

encompasses the fundamental European values, and the chapters deemed 

                                                           
139 Commission for European Affairs, Assembly of the Republic of North Macedonia. 
140 Commission for European Affairs, Assembly of the Republic of North Macedonia. 
141 Accession of the Republic of North Macedonia to the European Union. 

https://www.mfa.gov.mk/mk/page/6/eu-chlenstvo
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critical for attaining European standards. The analysis will examine the cir-

cumstances within Cluster 1 in the Western Balkan countries, as well as in 

Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova, facilitating a comparison of their progress 

and challenges in the accession process. 

A comprehensive review of each chapter in Cluster 1 will provide in-

sights into North Macedonia's progress, challenges, and future steps toward 

European integration. 

 

1. EUROPEAN UNION ENLARGEMENT STRATEGY: FOCUS ON WESTERN 

BALKANS 

 

Schuman's conception of a unified Europe transcended mere ide-

alism, representing a deeply held conviction to which he committed his life's 

work. He described himself as a "man from the border" and championed a 

Europe free of hatred, conflict, and divisions.142 He was an advocate for the 

notion that lasting peace and stability in Europe could only be achieved 

through the cooperation and unification of countries. Schuman's legacy and 

life motto continue to serve as the foundation for the European Union's en-

largement and a shared vision for the future.  

The European Acquis Communautaire originated in 1951 with the 

creation of the Coal and Steel Community143, thus setting the stage for sub-

sequent economic integration. The establishment of the European Economic 

Community (EEC) occurred with the signing of the Treaty of Rome in 1957, 

which propelled this process forward.144  

The EU's achievements, both domestically and on the global stage, 

generated increasing interest in enlargement, displaying its capacity to es-

tablish a stabilizing framework. Over the years, numerous common acts and 

agreements have contributed to reinforcing the foundations of European 

unity and fostering the momentum of the enlargement processes. The EU's 

willingness to expand and the ongoing interest from European countries in 

joining have positioned Europe as a global player in promoting peace, eco-

nomic and social development, as well as fostering partnership relations 

with countries along its external borders.  

Internally, the European Union has adopted a "step by step" appro-

ach to enlargement, creating mechanisms to balance national and common 

European interests while honoring the diverse traditions and customs of its 

                                                           
142 Robert Schumann.  
143 History of the European Union 1945-59.  
144 Treaty of Rome. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Robert-Schumann
https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/history-eu/1945-59_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/en/in-the-past/the-parliament-and-the-treaties/treaty-of-rome
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Member States. This ongoing process of integration, which includes enlarge-

ment and the establishment of partnership relations with neighboring coun-

tries, is regarded as one of the most significant opportunities of the 21st 

century.145  

The years 2014 to 2020 can be characterized as a time of fluctuati-

on and uncertainty regarding attitudes and strategies toward the Union's en-

largement. The differing views among EU institutions on the enlargement vi-

sion have led to a perception of policy inconsistency and diminished credibi-

lity. Amid stalled reforms and crises, the discourse on enlargement in official 

documents and political statements has varied from indications of a slow-

down or freeze in the process to efforts aimed at rekindling positive momen-

tum with the goal of integration and reforms by 2025. This stance was notably 

reflected in the remarks of Jean-Claude Juncker, President of the European 

Commission from 2014 to 2019, who declared, "There will be no new 

enlargements of the European Union in the next five years!" This statement 

conveyed a clear message that the EU would prioritize internal reforms, dee-

pen integration, and strengthen institutions over the admission of new mem-

bers. Consequently, this has resulted in disappointment among candidate co-

untries, particularly in the Balkans, where the enlargement process has long 

been viewed as a crucial catalyst for reform and stability in the region.146 

The German initiative known as the "Berlin Process," launched in 

2014, sought to address the political vacuum surrounding accession negoti-

ations and to reinforce the narrative of EU enlargement. Initially, the Berlin 

Process meetings were planned to occur over four years; however, in 2018, 

it was decided to extend the process indefinitely. This decision underscored 

the uncertainty surrounding the enlargement timeline and left the Western 

Balkans without a definitive perspective on membership. 147 

The period from 2019 to 2020, characterized by the election of a 

new European Commission and other EU institutions, along with significant 

developments in the Balkans—particularly the 2018 Prespa Agreement be-

tween North Macedonia and Greece—has reignited the question: "What’s 

                                                           
145 The European Union, initially comprising six countries, has undergone significant enlarge-

ment over time. The initial substantial enlargement occurred in 1973, marked by the acces-

sion of Denmark, Ireland, and the United Kingdom. Greece became a member in 1981, and 

Portugal and Spain joined in 1986. Subsequent to this, Austria, Finland, and Sweden became 

members in 1995. The most substantial enlargement occurred in 2004, with the addition of 

ten new members. Subsequent to this, Bulgaria and Romania became members in 2007, 

and Croatia joined in 2013, marking the most recent enlargement. EU enlargement, 

European Union: 
146 Jean Claude Juncker, A new start for Europe Opening Statement in the European Parlia-

ment Plenary Session Strasbourg, 15 July 2014. 
147 About Berlin Process Summit, 2024.  

https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/eu-enlargement_en
https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/eu-enlargement_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_14_567
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_14_567
https://www.berlinprocess.de/
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next for Western Balkans Enlargement?" These changes have prompted re-

newed discussions about the future of the region's European integration in 

the context of increasing geopolitical challenges and the necessity for a cle-

ar enlargement strategy.  

The European Commission's 2020 reports underscored that North 

Macedonia and Albania had fulfilled the requirements to initiate accession 

negotiations148; however, the process remained hindered by internal obstac-

les within the Union, including the Bulgarian veto in 2020. This situation 

highlighted the necessity for reforms in the accession process, a point also 

addressed in the European Commission's revised methodology for 2020.149 

Following French President Emmanuel Macron's obstruction of the 

opening of accession negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania in Oc-

tober 2019, France proposed a new initiative in November of the same year 

aimed at "reforming the enlargement process." 150 The core concept of this 

proposal was to implement stricter political oversight of the negotiations by 

organizing them into "clusters"—groupings of thematically related chapters—

rather than the previous method of opening chapters individually. 

The key elements of this reform included: 

 Strengthened conditionality, placing particular emphasis on the rule 

of law as a fundamental criterion for advancement in the process.151 

 Reversibility of negotiations, allowing for the option to reverse or sus-

pend the process if the country fails to demonstrate adequate prog-

ress in the area of the rule of law.152  

 Appropriate rewards for successful achievements, such as increased 

financial support and gradual integration into specific EU policies 

even prior to full membership.153  

 Increased political visibility through regular annual meetings bet-

ween the European Council and candidate countries to assess prog-

ress and strengthen cooperation.154 

                                                           
148 The European Commission's 2020 reports on the Western Balkans. 
149 The European Commission's revised methodology as of 2020. 
150 Ministère de l’Europe et des Affaires étrangères (2019). Réforme du processus 

d’élargissement de l’UE. Paris : Gouvernement de la France. 
151 European Commission (2020). Enhancing the accession process – A credible EU 

perspective for the Western Balkans. Brussels: European Commission. 
152 Council of the EU (2020). Enlargement and Stabilization and Association Process - Council 

conclusions. Brussels: Council of the EU. 
153 European Court of Auditors (2022), Special Report on EU Pre-Accession Assistance. 

Luxembourg: European Court of Auditors. 
154 European Council Conclusions (2019). Brussels: European Council. 

https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/strategy-and-reports/strategy-and-reports-previous-documents_en?page=3
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/revised-enlargement-methodology-questions-and-answers-2020-02-05_en
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/rapport_fr-de_reformes_cle036f48.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/rapport_fr-de_reformes_cle036f48.pdf
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enhancing-accession-process-credible-eu-perspective-western-balkans_en
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enhancing-accession-process-credible-eu-perspective-western-balkans_en
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7002-2020-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7002-2020-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR16_21/SR_WESTERN-BALKANS_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41768/12-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
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In her annual address to the European Parliament in Strasbourg, Eu-

ropean Commission President Ursula von der Leyen announced political re-

forms aimed at ensuring the effective functioning of the EU with new mem-

bers. She emphasized that the Union must be ready for an enlargement that 

could bring its membership to over thirty countries.155 

At the Friends of Europe - Western Balkans Summit in December 

2024, EU Commissioner for Enlargement Marta Cos remarked that the sen-

timent surrounding enlargement has become more positive, highlighting 

that for the first time in a decade, there is a realistic perspective for enlarge-

ment. She further noted that Russia's aggression against Ukraine has crea-

ted an opportunity to advance the integration of new countries into the Uni-

on.156 

In light of the new geopolitical landscape and the increasing demand 

for stability in Europe, the EU's enlargement process remains a key compo-

nent of its strategy. The integration of the Western Balkans, Turkey, and the 

Eastern Partnership is not only a strategic imperative but also essential for 

maintaining stability in the immediate vicinity of the European Union.  

At the EU-Western Balkans Summit in December 2024, the leaders 

of the European Union and the Western Balkan countries reiterated their 

"full and unequivocal commitment" to the prospect of the region's member-

ship of the Union. From this gathering, a message emerged urging the Wes-

tern Balkan countries to seize the "geopolitical moment of the European Uni-

on's openness to enlargement" to advance their path toward membership, 

which also necessitates alignment with the Union's values.157 

 

2. RULE OF LAW IN EUROPEAN UNION ENLARGEMENT PROCESS 

 

The rule of law is one of the key pillars of the European Union's en-

largement process and a fundamental component of the standards that 

candidate countries must meet before becoming full members. During the 

accession process, candidate countries face serious challenges in harmo-

nizing their national legal systems with European standards. This includes 

not only compliance with legal norms, but also the practical implementation 

                                                           
155 2023 State of the Union Address by President von der Leyen. 
156 Keynote Speech by Commissioner Marta Kos at Friends of Europe – Western Balkans 

Summit. 
157 European Parliament: Western Balkans should seize geopolitical moment to join EU, 

Sloboden Pechat, December 2024.  

 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_23_4426
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_24_6252
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_24_6252
https://www.slobodenpecat.mk/evropski-parlament-zapaden-balkan-da-go-iskoristi-geopolitichkiot-moment-za-da-pristapi-kon-eu
https://www.slobodenpecat.mk/evropski-parlament-zapaden-balkan-da-go-iskoristi-geopolitichkiot-moment-za-da-pristapi-kon-eu
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of reforms in areas such as the judicial system, the fight against corruption, 

and the protection of fundamental human rights.  

The enlargement process requires constant monitoring and support 

from the European Commission and other European institutions, as well as 

active participation of Member States in negotiations and exchange of expe-

rience. The rule of law is not seen as a theoretical obligation, but as a prac-

tical and essential means of implementing reforms that have a direct and 

long-term impact on the quality of life of citizens. The rule of law guarantees 

the rights of citizens and ensures transparency and accountability of au-

thorities. Although this principle is not defined in detail in the basic EU trea-

ties, the concept is reflected in the principles set out in the Treaty on Euro-

pean Union (TEU), such as the independence of the judiciary, the protection 

of human rights, and the fight against corruption.  

 

2.1. Requirements for candidate countries' accession to the  

European Union 

 

The rule of law is frequently characterized as a dynamic concept that 

lacks a precise definition in the EU Treaties; however, it is primarily embo-

died in the overarching principles and values of the EU as outlined in the 

Treaty on European Union (TEU).158 

For an extended period, the EU treaties largely adhered to the funda-

mental provisions of the Treaty of Rome concerning the conditions for acces-

sion to the European Union. The Treaty of Rome stated that accession was 

available to "any European State," with the conditions for admission to be 

established through "an agreement between the Member States and the 

candidate country."159 This agreement emphasized the necessity of fulfilling 

political criteria—such as stable democratic institutions, the rule of law, and 

the protection of human rights and minorities—as well as economic criteria, 

which included having a functioning market economy and the capacity to 

withstand competition and market forces. 

The Maastricht Treaty did not introduce any significant changes in 

this respect (Article O, Treaty on European Union, 92/C 191/01160). Subse-

quently, the Treaties of Nice and Amsterdam advanced the enlargement pro-

                                                           
158 Nozar, W. (2012). The 100% Union: The rise of Chapters 23 and 24. The Hague: 

Netherlands Institute of International Relations. 
159 Treaty establishing the European Economic Community, part six - General and Final 

Provisions, Article 237.  
160 Treaty on European Union. 

https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2016-02/The%20100%25%20Union.%20The%20rise%20of%20Chapters%2023%20and%2024.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/treaty/teec/art_237/sign/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:C:1992:191:FULL
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cess, with the most significant reform occurring through the Treaty of Ams-

terdam. This treaty stipulated that any European country seeking to join the 

EU must adhere to the principles outlined in Article F1 of the TEU, which in-

clude democracy, the rule of law, and the protection of human rights. 

The Treaty of Lisbon modified the TEU to enshrine the rule of law as 

one of the core values of the European Union, which some scholars have 

characterized as integral to the EU's constitutional identity. The explicit con-

nection between adherence to the rule of law as a fundamental value of the 

EU (Article 2 of the TEU) and the accession process has been further rein-

forced by amendments to Article 49 of the TEU, which highlight that any Eu-

ropean state aspiring to join the EU must not only respect these values but 

also actively promote them.161 

In the early 1990s, particularly in the context of the EU's eastward 

enlargement, more specific conditions for accession were established162, 

placing significant emphasis on the rule of law criterion. Candidate countries 

were required to fulfill certain conditions, which were organized into the Co-

penhagen Criteria—a crucial reference document that continues to shape 

the EU's enlargement policy to this day.163 

The Copenhagen criteria established a clear connection between 

accession and "political" conditionality, which entails the stability of instituti-

ons that ensure democracy, the rule of law, and the respect for and protecti-

on of human and minority rights. Additionally, the criteria encompass econo-

mic conditions, such as the presence of a functioning market economy and 

the capacity to assume and effectively implement the obligations of mem-

bership, including alignment with the acquis.164 

                                                           
161 Treaty of Lisbon amending the Treaty on European Union and the Treaty establishing the 

European Community, signed at Lisbon, 13 December 2007.  
162 Accession criteria - Copenhagen criteria.  
163 The Eastern Enlargement of the European Union signifies the process by which multiple 

countries from Eastern and Central Europe became members of the EU, thereby effecting a 

substantial enlargement of the Union beyond its original Western European borders. This 

enlargement marked a pivotal moment in the EU's historical trajectory, driven by the objective 

of fostering stability, democracy, and economic growth in the region following the conclusion 

of the Cold War era. 
164 At the 1993 Copenhagen Summit, a set of criteria were established for the Eastern Bloc 

countries to meet in order to be considered for EU membership. These criteria are as follows: 

The political criteria encompass the stability of institutions that guarantee democracy, the 

rule of law, the protection of human rights, and the rights of minorities. The economic criteria 

involve the functionality of a market economy that is capable of withstanding the pressures of 

the European market and of competing within the Union. Furthermore, the candidate country 

is obligated to adopt the Acquis Communautaire and align its legal system with that of the EU. 

The Madrid Criteria (1995) stipulate the adaptation of the country's administrative capacity to 

implement European standards. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=oj:JOC_2007_306_R_0001_01
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/glossary/accession-criteria-copenhagen-criteria.html
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The process and framework for EU accession are not encapsulated 

in a single document; rather, they are developed through a series of inter-

related and interconnected documents. This intricate structure often compli-

cates the explanation of the conditions related to the rule of law. Regular 

progress reports on candidate countries, which address the specific challen-

ges and advancements made by each country, are crucial to this process. 

Additionally, broader documents, such as general monitoring reports, annual 

synthesis reports, and strategic reports, are also significant, as they offer a 

more comprehensive overview of the regional situation and guidance for fu-

ture steps in the enlargement process.165 

In 1995, the European Commission outlined its political criteria in 

"Agenda 2000," highlighting the significance of free and fair elections, politi-

cal pluralism, freedom of expression, freedom of religion, the presence of 

democratic institutions, and independent judicial and constitutional bodi-

es.166  

In 1997, the EU General Affairs Council further detailed the political 

criteria that Western Balkan countries needed to fulfill in order to finalize a 

Stabilization and Association Agreement.167 To create clear benchmarks for 

assessing the success or failure of reforms, the rule of law was defined at 

this meeting through several essential components: effective remedies for 

appealing administrative decisions, access to the courts and the right to due 

process of law, the right to a fair trial, equality before the law, and protection 

against inhuman or degrading treatment and arbitrary arrest. 

The necessity for the separation of executive, legislative, and judicial 

powers, along with the requirement for government and public authorities to 

operate in accordance with the Constitution and the law, were recognized as 

fundamental elements. However, this approach was not fully incorporated 

into the country progress reports generated between 1998 and 2004.168 

The reports were organized based on the Copenhagen criteria and encom-

passed democratic principles, the rule of law, and human rights under a uni-

fied framework of political criteria for EU accession. Later accession cycles 

introduced substantial changes to the reporting methodology, which develo-

ped alongside the evolution of EU law (Acquis Communautaire) and the ada-

ptation of the accession methodology to the unique situations and circum-

stances of the new candidate countries, particularly in the Western Balkans. 

                                                           
165 Strategy and Reports. 
166 Agenda 2000. 
167 Kochenov, D. (2017). Busting the nuclear myths: A commentary on Article 7 TEU, EUI 

Working Papers. 
168 The 2004 enlargement: the challenge of a 25-member EU.  

https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/strategy-and-reports_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/api/files/document/print/en/doc_97_6/DOC_97_6_EN.pdf
https://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/46345/LAW_2017_10.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=legissum:e50017
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The 2005 Negotiating Frameworks for Croatia and Turkey introdu-

ced specific Chapter 23, titled "Judiciary and Fundamental Rights," and 

Chapter 24, titled "Justice, Freedom, and Security."169 These two chapters 

address crucial aspects related to the rule of law, placing special emphasis 

on judicial reform and the battle against organized crime and corruption. 

This development was driven by the necessity to address the issues that 

emerged during the negotiation process with Bulgaria and Romania and to 

manage the accession procedures more effectively within the context of the 

European Union's enlargement process.170 

A significant advancement in clarifying the rule of law within the ac-

cession process was the implementation of the "fundamentals" approach, 

which directed candidate countries to prioritize judicial reform and the fight 

against crime and corruption from the outset of negotiations. The EU estab-

lished a benchmarking system for opening and closing chapters, with spe-

cific benchmarks for chapters 23 and 24, enabling the prioritization of criti-

cal issues during the negotiation process. As a result, the rule of law started 

to be evaluated independently and became a prerequisite for progress in 

other chapters.171 

 

2.2. New methodology of negotiating union membership  

 

The new accession methodology adopted in 2020 seeks to tackle 

the issue of unsuccessful reform implementation by employing a mix of 

positive and negative conditionality.172 The specific aim was to enhance the 

political aspect in managing the accession process, along with a clearer de-

finition of the conditions that candidate countries must fulfill to advance. 

This implies that these countries will undergo ongoing evaluation, with their 

progress directly tied to the outcomes of the reforms they implement.173 

While the criteria seem to be objective, detailed, and stringent, they are not 

                                                           
169 The negotiating framework for Croatia comprises 35 chapters, four more than the CEE 

enlargement framework. Notably, the most significant innovation was the introduction of 

Chapter 23, entitled "Judiciary and Fundamental Rights." This chapter was not present as a 

standalone entity in previous enlargements, although certain components of its content were 

incorporated into the chapter on Justice, Freedom, and Security. 
170 Kmezic, M. (2018). EU Rule of Law Promotion. New York: Routledge. 
171 Vlajković, M. (2020). Rule of Law – EU's Common Constitutional "Denominator" and a 

Crucial Membership Condition on the Changed and Evolutionary Role of the Rule of Law 

Value in the EU Context. EU and Comparative Law Issues and Challenges Series, 4, pp. 235–

257.  
172 Revised enlargement methodology. 
173 Ćeranić Perišić, J. (2020). Prospects for Integration in the Western Balkans. In Current 

Challenges of European Integration. Zurich: EIZ Publishing. 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9781315580722/eu-rule-law-promotion-marko-kmezic
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344974032_RULE_OF_LAW_-_EU%27S_COMMON_CONSTITUTIONAL_DENOMINATOR_AND_A_CRUCIAL_MEMBERSHIP_CONDITION_ON_THE_CHANGED_AND_EVOLUTIONARY_ROLE_OF_THE_RULE_OF_LAW_VALUE_IN_THE_EU_CONTEXT
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344974032_RULE_OF_LAW_-_EU%27S_COMMON_CONSTITUTIONAL_DENOMINATOR_AND_A_CRUCIAL_MEMBERSHIP_CONDITION_ON_THE_CHANGED_AND_EVOLUTIONARY_ROLE_OF_THE_RULE_OF_LAW_VALUE_IN_THE_EU_CONTEXT
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344974032_RULE_OF_LAW_-_EU%27S_COMMON_CONSTITUTIONAL_DENOMINATOR_AND_A_CRUCIAL_MEMBERSHIP_CONDITION_ON_THE_CHANGED_AND_EVOLUTIONARY_ROLE_OF_THE_RULE_OF_LAW_VALUE_IN_THE_EU_CONTEXT
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/revised-enlargement-methodology-questions-and-answers-2020-02-05_en
http://ricl.iup.rs/260/1/Current-Challenges-of-European-Integration-%C4%86erani%C4%87%20Peri%C5%A1i%C4%87.pdf
http://ricl.iup.rs/260/1/Current-Challenges-of-European-Integration-%C4%86erani%C4%87%20Peri%C5%A1i%C4%87.pdf
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yet completely articulated or clearly defined for all candidate countries, whi-

le specific indicators for practical evaluation are still absent. 

The reorganization of the negotiating chapters into thematic clusters 

aims to bring greater dynamism to the process, fostering broader discuss-

ions and a more cohesive approach. Annual reports now outline the situati-

on by cluster, yet the "fundamentals of the accession process" still emphasi-

ze the rule of law, the judiciary, and the fight against crime. Nevertheless, 

progress in defining the rule of law and its associated criteria remains li-

mited.174  

 

Table no. 1. Comparative analysis of the current negotiation methodology 

with the previous one  

Aspect Previous EU approach New EU methodology 

Structure of 

negotiations 

33 individual negotiating 

chapters (including 2 on 

institutions and other 

issues). 

6 thematic clusters covering 

all 33 chapters, with a strong 

focus on the rule of law. 

Principle of 

negotiation 

“Fundamentals first” and 

“Nothing is agreed until 

everything is agreed” – 

any chapter can be reo-

pened at any time. 

Negotiations for each cluster 

are fully opened after the 

opening criteria are met. 

Decision-

making pro-

cess 

Detailed and lengthy dis-

cussions led only by the 

European Commission. 

Involvement of experts from 

Member States, who contrib-

ute to the process. 

Key docu-

ments 

The European Commis-

sion’s annual enlarge-

ment package. 

Following the publication of 

the Commission's annual re-

port, an Intergovernmental 

Conference is held. 

Progress 

mechanism 

Meeting the benchmarks 

is not directly linked to 

progress in accession, 

which is considered a 

one-way process. 

Conditionality introduced: 

progress depends on meeting 

requirements, and in case of 

non-compliance, proportion-

ate sanctions are applied. 
 

 

                                                           
174 Schroeder, W. (2023). The Rule of Law as a Constitutional Mandate for the EU. Hague 

Journal on the Rule of Law. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40803-022-00185-7
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The table demonstrates that the revised EU accession methodology 

seeks to enhance the process's credibility, predictability, and dynamism, 

while also facilitating stronger political oversight and tackling the Western 

Balkan countries' systemic issues. Effective political management of the pro-

cess necessitates greater dedication and consistent high-level political dis-

cussions. The European Commission advocates for more regular EU-Western 

Balkans summits, enhanced ministerial interactions, and more initiative-ta-

king reform monitoring by Member States. Intergovernmental Conferences 

are expected to provide more robust political guidance and direction for ac-

cession negotiations, which would contribute to more effective reform imple-

mentation. 

The efficacy of the accession process, despite the introduction of a 

more structured and transparent methodology, relies heavily on political de-

termination and the steadfast application of conditional criteria. The process 

will maintain its integrity and effectiveness if two key factors are met: the 

European Union must uphold the credibility of the accession procedure by 

responding affirmatively to demonstrated progress, and the candidate nati-

ons must execute the requisite reforms in a timely and substantive manner. 

The revised approach underscores that advancements in Cluster 1 

will dictate the overall speed of negotiations and allows for the potential 

halting of accession talks if insufficient progress is made in this domain. As 

an illustration, during the 2021 reporting period, the European Union noted 

no improvements in the fundamental values chapters across Western Bal-

kan nations, with Albania being the sole exception.  

Nevertheless, the absence of a definitive timeline for joining and the 

diminished credibility of the enlargement process reduce the effectiveness 

of punitive measures, directly weakening the EU's ability to drive change 

through conditional requirements. Moreover, the EU has faced strong cri-

ticism for continuing to provide monetary support to Western Balkan coun-

tries despite regression in legal reforms and anti-corruption efforts, further 

eroding its credibility and capacity to influence reform initiatives.175 

 

3. A GEOGRAPHICAL AND GEOSTRATEGIC VIEW OF EUROPEAN UNION 

ENLARGEMENT 

 

Recognizing the Western Balkan countries as an integral component 

of the European community's future, the European Union has reaffirmed its 

                                                           
175 Eisl, A. (2020). How would the EU accession procedure really improve? Paris: Jacques 

Delors Institute. 

https://institutdelors.eu/en/publications/how-would-the-eu-accession-procedure-really-improve-2/
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commitment to their integration. While highlighting the geopolitical, econom-

ic, and cultural potential of Moldova, Ukraine, Georgia, and Turkey, the EU is 

also creating new tools to help reforms and pave the way for their quicker 

inclusion. Negotiations are anticipated to begin with Cluster 1 no later than 

the second half of 2025 if Ukraine meets all requirements.  

 Georgia was granted candidate status by the EU in 2023, but the 

Georgian government's actions in 2024 effectively put a stop to the process. 

For Georgia to continue the integration process, electoral reforms and elec-

tion transparency must be implemented. 

Turkey is still a significant EU partner. Although talks with Turkey ha-

ve stopped, the Union nonetheless backs initiatives to strengthen democrat-

ic institutions and reforms, especially when it comes to the judiciary's inde-

pendence. 

 The European Union's enlargement effort to the Western Balkans 

was initiated at the 2003 Thessaloniki Summit, which established the fra-

mework for their European vision.176 However, even after two decades, the 

democratic transformation in these countries is still unfinished. 

 In March 2024, the European Union chose to initiate accession talks 

with Bosnia and Herzegovina, whereas in December 2022, Kosovo applied 

for membership, enhancing its aspirations to join the Union.177 

 Montenegro is viewed as a country that has achieved significant ad-

vancement and is poised to finalize all negotiation chapters. Serbia has 

commenced 22 chapters out of 35 and is making progress in Cluster 3, fo-

cused on Competitiveness and Inclusive Growth.178.Albania started its nego-

tiations formally by opening Cluster 1 "Fundamentals" in October 2024.  

 In 2023, North Macedonia finished the screening process and is de-

emed prepared to initiate new clusters and negotiation chapters. Nonethe-

less, launching the first clusters has been delayed due to incomplete consti-

tutional amendments, which are required for the negotiation process to pro-

ceed. Furthermore, political instability and a lack of agreement on crucial re-

form priorities are hindering the progress of European integration. Despite 

                                                           
176 "The future of the Balkans lies within the EU," reads the declaration adopted at the 

Thessaloniki summit in 2003. European leaders issued a call to the governments of Western 

Balkan countries, encouraging the initiation of mutual cooperation. This cooperation is to be 

particularly focused on the following areas: the establishment of free regional trade, the visa 

regime, the enhancement of joint efforts in the development and transportation of electricity 

and gas, and the undertaking of measures to upgrade infrastructure. 
177 Zweers, W., Cretti, G., de Boon, M., Dafa, A., Subotić, S., Muk, M., Fetahu, A., Abazi Imeri, 

A., Kuhinja, E., Kujraković, H., (2022). The EU as a promoter of democracy or ‘stabilitocracy’ 

in the Western Balkans? The Hague: Clingendael Institute. 
178 Serbia 2024 Report. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/pres_03_163
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https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2022-02/the-eu-as-a-promoter-of-democracy-or-stabilitocracy.pdf
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/3c8c2d7f-bff7-44eb-b868-414730cc5902_en?filename=Serbia%20Report%202024.pdf
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these obstacles, the EU acknowledges the country's dedication to the Euro-

pean journey and continues to provide financial and technical support to 

help implement the necessary reforms.  

   

Table no. 2 Overview of the status of candidate and aspirant countries for 

EU membership 

Country  Membership 

application 

Candidate 

status 

Negotiation status 

Albania  April 2009 June 2014 Started (July 2022) 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

February 

2016 

December 

2022 

Waiting for start 

Moldova March 2022 June 2022 Waiting for start 

Montenegro December 

2008 

December 

2010 

Started (June 2012) 

North  

Macedonia 

March 2004 December 

2005 

Started (July 2022), 

conditional on consti-

tutional amendments 

Serbia December 

2009 

March 2012 Started (January 2014) 

Turkey April 1987 December 

1999 

Started (October 

2005), blocked since 

2016 

Ukraine February 

2022 

June 2022 Waiting for start 

Georgia (poten-

tial candidate) 

March 2022 Potential 

candidate 

Awaiting formal ap-

proval for candidate 

status 

Kosovo (poten-

tial candidate) 

December 

2022 

Application 

submitted 

Awaiting approval for 

candidate status 
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3.1. Enlargement from a geopolitical perspective. 

 

In the aftermath of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the Euro-

pean Union has updated its political agenda to incorporate the enlargement 

process. This shift in approach has precipitated a transition from the con-

ventional transformative logic of "Europeanization"179 to a geopolitical fra-

mework for enlargement policy. The central inquiry pertains to the compre-

hension of this geopolitical enlargement and its distinction from the conven-

tional transformative model. The primary inquiry is thus: what are the funda-

mental factors contributing to the heightened geopolitical character of en-

largement? What challenges and trade-offs are posing a challenge to the 

EU's enlargement policy? What strategies can be employed to achieve geo-

political enlargement despite these challenges?  

Geopolitical considerations have been the driving force behind re-

cent enlargement decisions. Nevertheless, rather than wholeheartedly em-

bracing the geopolitical rationale underpinning enlargement, the EU is me-

rely incorporating a geopolitical dimension into its official enlargement stra-

tegy, which remains steadfast in its commitment to a transformative appro-

ach.180 

Following the initial phases of the Russian invasion, Ukraine formally 

requested membership of the European Union on 28 February 2022. This 

overt declaration signaled a definitive linkage between Ukraine's ongoing 

struggle and its profound aspirations to accede to the European Union. The 

initial reactions of EU leaders were reserved, exhibiting a tendency to sepa-

rate discussions concerning future EU membership from the state of emer-

gency, or state of war, prevailing at the time.181 However, in a span of less 

than a month, EU leaders have come to accept the rationale underpinning the 

interconnection between Ukraine's prospects for enlargement, its capacity to 

thwart Russian aggression, and the EU's prospective role as a security entity. 

This decision, made with remarkable expediency, underscores the profound 

geopolitical ramifications of enlargement for EU leaders and institutions. In fact, 

the countries whose presidents signed a letter of support182 for Ukraine's swift 

                                                           
179 The transformative logic of "Europeanization" is defined as the process by which countries 

and regions in Europe adopt the political, economic, and legal framework of the European 

Union (EU) with the objective of either integrating into the EU or implementing the EU model 

within their own systems. 
180 Navigating widening and deepening: the European Council, geopolitical motives, and 

Union enlargement. 
181 RFI. (2022) 'EU Dampens Ukraine Plea for 'Immediate' Membership despite Strong 

Support', RFI, 1 March. 
182 'Support of Ukraine's Swift Candidacy to the EU'. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07036337.2025.2457007#abstract
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07036337.2025.2457007#abstract
https://www.rfi.fr/en/international/20220301-eu-dampens-ukraine-plea-for-immediate-membership-despite-strong-support
https://www.rfi.fr/en/international/20220301-eu-dampens-ukraine-plea-for-immediate-membership-despite-strong-support
https://www.president.pl/news/open-letter-by-presidents-in-support-of-ukraines-swift-candidacy-to-the-european-union,49584
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candidacy in February 2022 also provided the largest amount of aid to Ukraine 

as a percentage of their GDP during the first year of the war.183 Concurrently, 

those who voice the most pronounced skepticism regarding Ukraine's EU 

prospects have expressed enthusiastic support for the notion of concluding 

the war in accordance with Russia's stipulations. This position has been ar-

ticulated by both Hungary and, more recently, Slovakia.184  

The unanimity in the EU Council regarding support for Ukraine enab-

led the reluctant Member States to exercise influence over the decision-

making process, thereby creating a potential for the deceleration or obstru-

ction of the process.185 Hungary, therefore, distinguished itself by leveraging 

its veto threat. In 2023, Hungary issued a formal letter to the President of 

the European Council, Charles Michel, asserting its demand for the rejection 

of Ukraine's membership prospects and a comprehensive cessation of all 

forms of assistance to Ukraine.186 Furthermore, Hungary has persistently 

utilized EU mechanisms to impede and obstruct financial and military aid to 

Ukraine, including by hindering sanctions. As the war intensified, exacerba-

ting divisions within the Union, Hungary strategically wielded its veto threat 

as a bargaining chip to secure financial payments from the EU and conces-

sions from Ukraine.187 In a move that raised eyebrows, Hungary issued a 

warning that it would use its influence to impede the commencement of 

Ukraine's accession negotiations. This warning came as the country assu-

med the role of EU presidency in July 2024, a position that was marked by a 

visit to the Kremlin that was met with a degree of disapproval.  

As demonstrated by the case of the Republic of North Macedonia, a 

veto player with the ability to decide can halt or indefinitely delay the enlar-

gement process, thereby undermining the credibility of the EU, particularly in 

the absence of robust leadership within the Council.188 

                                                           
183 The signatories obtained the following rankings among the EU Member States in terms of 

bilateral commitments as a percentage of the donor country's GDP between February 2022 

and February 2023: Estonia (1st), Latvia (2nd), Lithuania (3rd), Bulgaria (4th), Poland (5th), 

the Czech Republic (6th), and Slovakia (7th). For a more comprehensive analysis, please 

refer to the Kiel Institute for the World Economy. (2024) ‘Ukraine Support Tracker – A 

Database of Military, Financial, and Humanitarian Aid to Ukraine’.  
184 Slovak PM: Ukraine must give up territory to end Russian invasion. 
185 Juncos, AE and Pomorska, K. (2024) 'Populists in the Shadow of Unanimity: Contestation 

of EU Foreign and Security Policy'. Politics and Governance, Vol. 12, 8099. 
186 Orban Wants EU Membership for Ukraine Stripped from Summit Agenda. 
187 Bayer, L. (2023) "EU Must Not 'Appease' Viktor Orbán by Unfreezing Billions Earmarked for 

Hungary". Guardian, 5 December 2023. 
188 Brunnbauer, U. (2022) "Side Effects of "Phantom Pains": How Bulgarian Historical 

Mythology Derails North Macedonia's EU Accession'. Comparative Southeast European 

Studies, Vol. 70, no. 4, pp. 722–739. 

https://www.ifw-kiel.de/topics/war-against-ukraine/ukraine-support-tracker/
https://www.ifw-kiel.de/topics/war-against-ukraine/ukraine-support-tracker/
https://www.politico.eu/article/slovakia-prime-minister-robert-fico-ukraine-cede-territory-russia-moscow-invasion-nato-entry/
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/politicsandgovernance/article/view/8099
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/politicsandgovernance/article/view/8099
https://www.rferl.org/a/hungary-eu-ukraine-summit/32713628.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/dec/05/eu-must-not-appease-viktor-orban-by-unfreezing-billions-earmarked-for-hungary
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/dec/05/eu-must-not-appease-viktor-orban-by-unfreezing-billions-earmarked-for-hungary
https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.1515/soeu-2022-0064/html?lang=en
https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.1515/soeu-2022-0064/html?lang=en
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Conversely, Poland presents a more intricate case as an EU Member 

State that concurrently endorses and undermines the correlation between 

security and enlargement. Since 2022, Poland has been a prominent leader 

in providing military and political assistance to Ukraine and supporting its 

accelerated path to EU membership. However, in 2023, Poland initiated a 

policy shift aimed at distinguishing its political support for Ukraine from the 

implementation of protectionist measures that favor Polish agricultural pro-

ducers.189 Notwithstanding the recent change in government190, it is proba-

ble that Poland will endeavor to restrict the availability of Ukrainian agricul-

tural products within the European Union market during the course of Uk-

raine's accession negotiations. 

Despite the absence of discernible leadership and strategic vision 

from France and Germany, the two countries nevertheless identified a sha-

red interest in further enlargement. In 2023, they initiated discussions in the 

Franco-German working group concerning potential steps and a proposed ti-

meline for further enlargement. Nevertheless, their perspectives diverged 

concerning the strategic response to the war in Ukraine, thereby engender-

ing further challenges in harmonizing their policies within the EU.191 

Germany has sustained its dominant standing in terms of the magni-

tude of resources it allocates to Ukraine, both through bilateral channels 

and within the context of European frameworks. Concurrently, it has impo-

sed substantial constraints on the pace, character, and quantity of its assis-

tance. This approach has been characterized as "too much to die for, too 

little to live for," reflecting the nuanced sentiments surrounding the matter. 

Moreover, Germany expresses support for Ukraine's EU membership pers-

pective, though its commitment and intensity are less pronounced compa-

red to other pivotal actors within the Union.192 

France, in contrast, has demonstrated a commitment to fostering 

the EU's "strategic autonomy." However, the manner in which this objective 

is to be accomplished is a subject of greater ambivalence. In 2022, Presi-

                                                           
189 These measures commenced with a unilateral prohibition on Ukrainian agricultural 

exports to Poland in 2023, constituting a contravention of EU regulations. France adopted a 

similar approach, implementing restrictions on the importation of Ukrainian agricultural 

products, particularly poultry. Concurrently, the Polish governments authorized truckers and 

farmers to obstruct the Polish-Ukrainian border for a period of six months, a decision that 

resulted in substantial economic hardship for Ukraine and significant disruption to bilateral 

cooperation. "EU-Ukraine Wartime Trade: Overcoming Difficulties, Forging a European Path". 
190 Haughton, T., Pomorska, K., Malova, D. and Deegan-Krause, K. (2024) 'Going in Different 

Directions? The 2023 Elections in Poland and Slovakia and Their Aftermath'. Journal of 

Common Market Studies. 
191 Franco–German Working Group. (2023) 'Sailing on High Seas – Reforming and Enlarging 

the EU for the 21st Century'. Report on EU Institutional Reform, Paris-Berlin. 
192 Karnitschnig, M. (2024) 'Germany's Ukraine Policy Is Incoherent for a Reason'. Politico. 

https://www.epc.eu/en/publications/EU-Ukraine-wartime-trade-Overcoming-difficulties-forging-a-European~52ea90
https://pure-oai.bham.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/234950660/J_of_Common_Market_Studies_-_2024_-_Haughton_-_Going_in_Different_Directions_The_2023_Elections_in_Poland_and_Slovakia_and_1_.pdf
https://pure-oai.bham.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/234950660/J_of_Common_Market_Studies_-_2024_-_Haughton_-_Going_in_Different_Directions_The_2023_Elections_in_Poland_and_Slovakia_and_1_.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/20230919_group_of_twelve_report_updated14.12.2023_cle88fb88.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/20230919_group_of_twelve_report_updated14.12.2023_cle88fb88.pdf
https://www.politico.eu/article/germanys-ukraine-policy-is-incoherent-for-a-reason/
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dent Macron initially sought to distinguish himself by proposing a dialogue 

with Putin.193 In 2023 and 2024, France made a significant shift in its fo-

reign policy, pivoting to fully support Ukraine's victory over Russia. This shift 

was accompanied by a notable acceptance of Ukraine's European perspec-

tive, including the prospect of sending foreign troops, with participation of 

French forces, to Ukraine. However, despite its public stance, France's mili-

tary and financial contributions to Ukraine remain comparatively modest,194 

while French farmers have demonstrated a comparable level of vocal oppo-

sition to the importation of Ukrainian agricultural products as their Polish 

counterparts have done.195  

Indeed, farmers in France and in Ukraine's neighboring countries 

(Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland, Romania, and Slovakia) mobilized against the 

import of agricultural products from Ukraine without quotas and tariffs, with-

out customs duties. In response to the potential economic impact on Ukra-

ine, the EU Council proposed a compromise, namely the reintroduction of 

tariff quotas for certain agricultural products in which Ukraine has a compet-

itive advantage.196 These cuts help to illustrate the limits of the Commissi-

on's ability to advance the enlargement and security agenda. Without the 

support of Germany and the United States, and with only tepid enthusiasm 

from other EU Member States, France's endeavor towards "strategic auton-

omy" appears, at least for the time being, to be unfeasible. Nevertheless, a 

significant stride toward a more geopolitically robust EU would be for France 

and Germany to reach a consensus on more ambitious collaborative strate-

gies to support Ukraine.197 

Has Russia's war on Ukraine led to a deeper level of European inte-

gration? A thorough examination of the matter reveals that the war has not 

altered the fundamental essence of enlargement policy, thereby casting 

doubt on the commitment to further enlargement.198 The EU's future as a 

geopolitical actor is inextricably linked to the war's outcome and the credibil-

ity of the renewed enlargement process. Pending the cessation of hostilities, 

                                                           
193 Macron Keeps an Open Line to Putin as War in Ukraine Rages. 
194 According to the Kiel Institute for the World Economy, by April 2024, France had allocated 

3.852 billion euros to Ukraine, which, in absolute terms, placed it ninth among all countries 

and, in terms of GDP, 23rd (at approximately 0.140%). Using the aforementioned metrics, 

Germany ranked second and twenty-third, respectively. It is noteworthy that these rankings 

have already exhibited an upward trend following the enhancement of transparency and the 

publication of two public reports from the French side. 
195 The need for a real "Zeitenwende" in EU defense policy. 
196 EU Parliament and Council seal last-minute deal to extend Ukraine's trade benefits. 
197 Fiott, D. (2023) 'In Every Crisis an Opportunity? European Union Integration in Defense 

and the War on Ukraine.' Journal of European Integration, Vol. 45, no. 3, pp. 447–462. 
198 Anghel, V. and Džankić, J. (2023) 'Wartime EU: Consequences of the Russia–Ukraine War 

on the Enlargement Process'. Journal of European Integration, Vol. 45, no. 3, pp. 487–501. 

https://www.voanews.com/a/macron-keeps-an-open-line-to-putin-as-war-in-ukraine-rages-/6473242.html
https://www.ifw-kiel.de/topics/war-against-ukraine/ukraine-support-tracker/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2024/06/24/the-need-for-a-real-zeitenwende-in-eu-defence-policy/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/news/eu-parliament-and-council-seal-last-minute-deal-to-extend-ukraines-trade-benefits/
https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2023.2183395
https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2023.2183395
https://www.academia.edu/99312463/Wartime_EU_Consequences_of_the_Russia_Ukraine_War_on_the_Enlargement_Process
https://www.academia.edu/99312463/Wartime_EU_Consequences_of_the_Russia_Ukraine_War_on_the_Enlargement_Process
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the EU will be subjected to a trial that will assess its capacity to function as a 

robust security entity. Concurrently, the EU will be compelled to demonstrate 

a resolute determination to implement substantial institutional reforms. 

Should the EU falter in its endeavor to establish itself as a formidable geopo-

litical entity in the face of Russian expansionism, it risks a diminution of its 

own security and a concomitant loss of influence in the region and on the 

global stage.  

 

4. RULE OF LAW AS REFLECTED IN EUROPEAN COMMISSION REPORTS 

 

The European Commission's reports on the enlargement countries, 

including North Macedonia, analyze reforms in key areas such as the rule of 

law, public administration, and the fight against corruption. While the asses-

sments for North Macedonia demonstrate progress, the report emphasizes 

the necessity for more intensive implementation of reforms to ensure susta-

ined development.199 

The 2024 EU Rule of Law Mechanism Report encompasses the 27 

EU Member States, offering a comprehensive examination of the status of 

national judicial systems, anti-corruption frameworks, media freedom and 

pluralism, and institutional checks and balances. According to Justice Com-

missioner Didier Reynders, the report serves as a reference to stimulate de-

bates and support national reform agendas. Notwithstanding the advance-

ments observed in certain Member States, apprehensions persist regarding 

the autonomy of the judiciary, the efforts to combat corruption, and the safe-

guarding of journalists in select Member States.200 

In the context of the Western Balkans, the report contains no recom-

mendations for the enlargement countries; however, it emphasizes that the 

rule of law is crucial for the accession process. Vera Jourová, Commissioner 

for Values and Transparency, underscored that in the absence of the rule of 

law, democratic and economic systems would be susceptible to chaos. She 

underscored the necessity for augmented efforts to bolster the autonomy of 

the judiciary, the struggle against corruption, and the security of journalists, 

which were pivotal for the advancement of democratic principles.201 

 

                                                           
199 2024 Rule of law report - Communication and country chapters.  
200 Didier Reynders, Commissioner for Justice.   
201 Speech by Věra Jourová on "Equipping Europe with better tools to defend the rule of law 

and democratic values".  

https://commission.europa.eu/publications/2024-rule-law-report-communication-and-country-chapters_en
https://www.echr.coe.int/documents/d/echr/speech-20240126-reynders-jy-eng
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_20_1313
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_20_1313
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4.1.  How are the candidate countries for membership assessed 

for Chapter 23: Judiciary and Fundamental Rights? 

 

Chapter 23, entitled "Judiciary and Fundamental Rights," is a foun-

dational element in the European integration process. The chapter encom-

passes the independence of the judiciary, the efforts to combat corruption, 

and the safeguarding of fundamental rights.202 

North Macedonia, in a manner consistent with Albania, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Serbia, received a rating of "insufficient progress" 

for the judiciary and fundamental rights (on a scale of one to five, with a sco-

re of 1). Montenegro, on the other hand, has received a "moderate" rating 

and has demonstrated notable advancement. Excluding the regional con-

text, Moldova and Ukraine have demonstrated predominantly moderate 

progress, while Georgia has exhibited a regression.203 

 

Chart no. 1 Chapter 23: Judiciary and Fundamental Rights with an Assess-

ment for the Republic of North Macedonia from 2015 to 2024  

Source: Country Progress Reports204 

                                                           
202 The European Commission employs a structured evaluation process to assess candidate 

and potential candidate countries on a scale ranging from 1 (insufficient progress) to 5 

(significant progress). The comparative analysis is based on a consultation of the EC reports 

for all countries listed. 
203 Enlargement reports 2024: Commission outlines progress and priorities for candidate 

countries. 
204 North Macedonia Report 2024 Enlargement reports 2024: Commission outlines progress 

and priorities for candidate countries. 

https://commission.europa.eu/news/enlargement-reports-2024-commission-outlines-progress-and-priorities-candidate-countries-2024-10-30_en
https://commission.europa.eu/news/enlargement-reports-2024-commission-outlines-progress-and-priorities-candidate-countries-2024-10-30_en
https://commission.europa.eu/news/enlargement-reports-2024-commission-outlines-progress-and-priorities-candidate-countries-2024-10-30_en
https://commission.europa.eu/news/enlargement-reports-2024-commission-outlines-progress-and-priorities-candidate-countries-2024-10-30_en
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Chapter 23, entitled "Justice and Fundamental Rights," is of paramo-

unt importance to the European integration process, as it pertains to all as-

pects of the negotiations. The European Union anticipates that the Republic 

of North Macedonia will undertake the implementation of legal reforms, inc-

luding but not limited to the establishment of an autonomous judiciary, ad-

herence to fundamental rights, the promotion of justice, the endeavor to 

combat corruption, and the attempt to combat organized crime. This chapter 

is not founded upon a robust legal infrastructure, but rather upon values 

that necessitate implementation and articulation through the actions of in-

stitutional entities.205 

The autonomy of the judiciary is a fundamental requirement for Eu-

ropean Union (EU) membership, ensuring the assurance of legal certainty. 

Addressing corruption, a paramount challenge confronting our coun-

try, necessitates a robust legal structure and trustworthy institutions that 

facilitate the enforcement of a unified strategy to prevent and counteract 

corruption. This holds significant importance as corruption jeopardizes the 

stability of democratic establishments and the adherence to the rule of law 

within the country. 

An area where it is imperative to intensify endeavors is in upholding 

fundamental rights as safeguarded by European Union law and the Euro-

pean Convention on Fundamental Rights.206  

 

4.2. Assessment for Chapter 24 – Justice, Freedom, and Security 

 

EU policies under Chapter 24 are designed to uphold and advance 

the Union as a domain of freedom, security, and justice. Member States of the 

EU are required to be sufficiently equipped to effectively implement an evol-

ving set of common regulations. This encompasses eleven thematic domains: 

border control, visas, migration flows, asylum, police cooperation, combatting 

organized crime, counterterrorism efforts, drug-related cooperation, customs 

collaboration, and judicial cooperation in criminal and civil affairs. 

For successful integration in these areas, North Macedonia must cu-

ltivate robust and well-integrated administrative capabilities within law en-

forcement and other pertinent institutions. This entails: 

                                                           
205 The meeting was convened on 27 and 28 September 2018. Additionally, an explanatory 

meeting for this chapter was convened on 27 September 2022, while a bilateral meeting was 

held on 24-25 December 2022. 
206 European Convention on Fundamental Rights 

https://www.echr.coe.int/documents/d/echr/convention_ENG
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 Strengthening institutional capacity by providing adequate training 

and resources to police, customs, and judicial authorities. 

 Developing the legal infrastructure by improving legislation and legal 

procedures to ensure the effective implementation of the law. 

 Improving inter-institutional cooperation to enable effective commu-

nication and coordination between different institutions and agen-

cies. 

 Investing in technology and infrastructure involves providing access 

to modern equipment and technology to enhance operational activi-

ties.  

The Schengen acquis, a fundamental component of the EU's security 

policy, pertains to the elimination of internal border controls within the Eu-

ropean Union. It is noteworthy that for the new Member States, the imple-

mentation of substantial aspects of the Schengen acquis will be conducted 

in accordance with a distinct Council Decision that is to be ratified subsequ-

ent to their accession. 

 

Chart no. 2 Country Ratings for Chapter 24 - Justice, Freedom, and 

Security207 

Source: Progress reports of candidate countries208 

                                                           
207 Enlargement reports 2024: Commission outlines progress and priorities for candidate 

countries. The European Commission employs a systematic approach in its evaluation of can-

didate countries and potential candidates. Utilizing a structured assessment framework, the 

Commission assigns scores that are then translated into a scale ranging from 1 to 5, with 1 

representing "insufficient progress," 2 indicating "some progress," 3 denoting "progress is no-

ticeable," 4 signifying "good progress," and 5 denoting "significant progress." These ratings 

are derived from a meticulous evaluation of the institutional framework, the reforms im-

plemented, and their practical application, as outlined in the country reports.  

https://commission.europa.eu/news/enlargement-reports-2024-commission-outlines-progress-and-priorities-candidate-countries-2024-10-30_en
https://commission.europa.eu/news/enlargement-reports-2024-commission-outlines-progress-and-priorities-candidate-countries-2024-10-30_en
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The assessment for Chapter 24: Justice, Freedom, and Security de-

monstrates that the degree of compliance with European standards varies 

among the countries of the Western Balkans and the region as a whole. Sco-

res within this study range from 1.5 to 3, with higher scores denoting greater 

progress in implementing reforms. 

 

Table no. 3 Country Assessments and Challenges for Chapter 24 

Country  Rating Progress and challenges 

North  

Macedonia 

3.0 Significant progress has been made in the area 

of justice, freedom and security. However, efforts 

are needed to depoliticize police recruitment and 

appointment, strengthen investigative capacity, 

and improve the efficiency of the judiciary, espe-

cially the prosecution.  

Montenegro 3.0 It is characterized by a stable implementation of 

justice and security reforms. Montenegro met the 

interim benchmarks for this chapter, which led to 

the adoption of the final benchmarks. 

Albania  2.5 Moderate progress has been made, but particu-

lar efforts are needed in the fight against orga-

nized crime.  

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

2.0 Shows initial efforts. Significant reforms are nee-

ded to improve internal audit and transparency 

in public financial management, as well as other 

institutional strengthening.  

Georgia 2.0 Initial steps have been taken, but reforms remain 

at a basic level.  

Moldova 2.0 Some initial efforts have been made, but reforms 

are still at a basic level. Further action is needed 

to improve the judicial system and security struc-

tures. 

Serbia 2.0 The rating is "limited" and "moderate". A particu-

lar challenge is the implementation of the new 

anti-corruption strategy for the 2024-2028 peri-

od. It is necessary to ensure the independence of 

                                                                                                                                              
208 Enlargement reports 2024: Commission outlines progress and priorities for candidate 

countries. 

https://commission.europa.eu/news/enlargement-reports-2024-commission-outlines-progress-and-priorities-candidate-countries-2024-10-30_en
https://commission.europa.eu/news/enlargement-reports-2024-commission-outlines-progress-and-priorities-candidate-countries-2024-10-30_en
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the judiciary and to improve the protection of fun-

damental rights and freedoms of citizens and the 

media. 

Ukraine 2.0 Some progress has been made, but reforms re-

main at a basic level. Significant efforts are ne-

eded to deepen reforms and align with European 

standards in the area of justice and security. 

Kosovo 1.5 It is at the beginning of the reform process and 

faces significant challenges in implementing the 

reforms.  
 

 

 

4.3. Situations in Chapter 5 - Public Procurement  

 

The Chapter 5 of this text provides an overview of the fundamental 

principles that govern public procurement processes. These principles 

include transparency, equal treatment, free competition, and non-discrimi-

nation. European legislation establishes a comprehensive framework for the 

coordination of public procurement for various categories of goods, services, 

and supplies, as well as for specific sectors. Moreover, the legislation esta-

blishes mechanisms for monitoring procedures and remedies in the event of 

irregularities. These principles are critical to ensure the efficiency and fairn-

ess of public procurement, which, in turn, results in the enhancement of the 

quality of public services and the protection of citizens' interests.209 

Public procurement also encompasses public-private partnerships 

and concessions, which are pivotal to the delivery of quality public services. 

These initiatives foster collaboration between state institutions and the pri-

vate sector, necessitating the establishment of specialized national entities 

to ensure their effective execution. North Macedonia and the region have 

embarked on a process of alignment with European standards, with the pri-

mary challenge lying in the effective implementation of these initiatives.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
209 See more: Chapter 5 – Public Procurement. 

https://nkeu.mk/poglavje-5-javni-nabavki/
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Chart no. 3 Country Ratings for Chapter 5: Public Procurement 

Source: Progress reports of candidate countries 

An evaluation of progress in Chapter 5, "Public Procurement," dis-

closes substantial discrepancies in alignment with European standards be-

tween the Western Balkans and the Eastern Partnership countries. These 

discrepancies are indicative of the distinct reform capacities and challenges 

faced by each country.  

 

Table no. 4 Country Assessments and Challenges for Chapter 5 

Country  Rating Progress and challenges 

Montenegro 4.0 It is positioning itself as a leader in public procu-

rement, with successful reforms and stable imple-

mentation. This indicates a strong political will and 

institutional capacity that can serve as an example 

for other countries in the region. 

Serbia 3.0 Demonstrates moderate but steady progress. Fur-

ther efforts are needed to improve transparency 

and reduce administrative barriers. 

North  

Macedonia 

2.5 There is a moderate level of preparedness in the 

area of public procurement. Although the legisla-

tion provides for transparency, access to informa-

tion is limited, leading to suspicions of favoritism 

towards certain bidders. Corruption and conflicts of 

interest remain systemic problems, and institutions 

face limited capacity and insufficient digitization. 
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Implementation of laws is uneven, with a lack of 

sanctions and limited monitoring by civil society 

organizations. 

Albania  2.5 It has made moderate progress but faces chal-

lenges in the transparency and efficiency of public 

procurement. Reforms are needed to reduce cor-

ruption and strengthen institutional capacity. 

Kosovo 2.0 It faces significant challenges in building institu-

tional capacity and preventing corruption, which 

affects progress in public procurement. 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

2.0 Significant reforms are needed to improve the 

transparency and efficiency of public procurement. 

Institutional weakness and corruption are major 

obstacles. 

Ukraine 2.0 It lags behind the Western Balkans, mainly be-

cause it has focused on other priority reform areas, 

such as the rule of law and the fight against cor-

ruption. Full and synchronized support is needed to 

improve public procurement. 

Moldova 2.0 Similar to Ukraine, it faces challenges in public 

procurement reform, with the need to strengthen 

institutional capacity and transparency. 

Georgia 2.0 Significant efforts are needed to align with Europe-

an standards in public procurement, with a focus 

on fighting corruption and strengthening institu-

tions. 

 

An evaluation of the public procurement landscape reveals substan-

tial variations among nations. While Montenegro exhibits the greatest proxi-

mity to EU standards, other countries must augment their commitment in se-

veral pivotal domains. According to the reports, priority reform directions 

include: 

- It is imperative to enhance transparency and facilitate access to in-

formation. The establishment of centralized electronic platforms for 

public procurement is imperative, with the objective of providing 

public access to all tenders, contracts, and results. The publication 

of all stages of procurement—namely, selection criteria, decisions, 

and appeals procedures—must become standard practice. While civil 
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society organizations and the media play a role in monitoring these 

processes, their influence remains constrained. 

- The present study seeks to address the critical issue of corruption 

and conflicts of interest in public procurement. Corruption is a sys-

temic problem in public procurement. To address this issue, the im-

plementation of robust anti-corruption measures and mechanisms 

for identifying and sanctioning conflicts of interest is imperative. The 

establishment of autonomous audit and oversight entities, unen-

cumbered by political influence, and the fortification of public prose-

cutors' offices and anti-corruption entities are imperative. 

- In order to enhance competitiveness and streamline administrative 

procedures, it is imperative to implement measures that target the 

reduction of barriers to entry for small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs). It is imperative to curtail administrative impediments that 

impede the participation of multiple economic operators, particularly 

small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Moreover, the estab-

lishment of effective complaint procedures will facilitate more effec-

tive regulation and fair bidding processes. 

- The enhancement of institutional capacity and the integration of dig-

ital technologies are imperative for effective public administration. 

The provision of ongoing training for public servants is imperative to 

ensure a comprehensive understanding and effective implementa-

tion of EU public procurement directives. Furthermore, the compre-

hensive digitization of processes serves to reduce the human ele-

ment and mitigate the potential for manipulation. 

- The enforcement of sanctions and the implementation of enhanced 

monitoring mechanisms are imperative. The implementation of ex-

plicit and stringent sanctions for abuse, encompassing financial pe-

nalties, blacklisting, and criminal liability, is expected to enhance ac-

countability. The implementation of periodic independent audits, fol-

lowed by their dissemination to the public, is a crucial step in re-

building confidence in the system. 

 

4.4.  Progress in Chapter 18 – Statistics  

 

Chapter 18 - Statistics - plays a pivotal role in the negotiation pro-

cess for North Macedonia's accession to the European Union. Statistics pro-

vide an objective, dependable, and transparent basis for making informed 

decisions and policies. It is imperative that the statistical infrastructure of 



  

92 

North Macedonia be aligned with EU standards and principles to ensure the 

provision of relevant and reliable data. Such data are essential for evaluat-

ing progress, implementing reforms, and fulfilling membership criteria. 

Chapter 18 provides accurate and reliable statistical data, thereby 

enabling effective monitoring of the compliance of national policies with EU 

law. These data serve as a foundation for evaluating progress in fulfilling the 

accession criteria. Moreover, the data is instrumental in formulating public 

policy decisions. The establishment of a robust statistical infrastructure is 

imperative for the development of effective public policies that focus on eco-

nomic and social advancement. For instance, demographic and social statis-

tics inform the development of policies related to sectors such as education, 

health, and social protection. 

 European statistical principles, such as objectivity, reliability, and 

protection of confidentiality, ensure transparency and trust between citizens 

and institutions. The alignment of statistical methodologies with those of the 

European Union, as exemplified by Eurostat regulations, is instrumental in en-

suring the comparability of data across Member States. To ensure data con-

sistency, North Macedonia must align its system with these methodologies.  

Statistics play a crucial role in supporting structural funds and financi-

al planning, particularly in the context of agricultural, regional development, 

and environmental funds.  

A nation's economic performance and competitiveness in the single 

market can be measured using various indicators, including business, trans-

port, and external trade statistics. 

 

Table no. 5 Country Assessments and Challenges for Chapter 18, Statistics 

Rating Countries Description of progress 

3 Moldova, Serbia These countries have made significant pro-

gress in the area of statistics, with reforms 

under way or already implemented. They 

demonstrate a high level of compliance with 

EU standards, particularly in terms of infra-

structure and methodology, which sets them 

apart as positive examples for the region. 

2 North Macedo-

nia, Albania, Ko-

sovo, Montene-

gro, Ukraine 

Countries have started to reform their statis-

tical systems, but progress is limited, and im-

plementation challenges remain. North Mac-

edonia has a moderate to good level of pre-

paredness, but as highlighted by the Europe-
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an Commission in the 2024 report, further 

efforts are needed in sectoral statistics to 

ensure full compliance with EU standards. 

1 Bosnia and Her-

zegovina, Geor-

gia 

These countries need substantial support to 

develop institutional capacity and infrastruc-

ture as they are at the beginning of the pro-

cess of improving statistics. The main chal-

lenge is to establish basic mechanisms for 

quality data processing and presentation, 

which will allow better monitoring of compli-

ance with EU criteria. 
 

 

 

Chart no. 4 Marks for Chapter, 18. Statistics (Source: Progress reports of 

candidate countries) 

 

 

4.5. Situation in Chapter 32 - Financial control 

 

The subject of Chapter 32 is the adoption of internationally recog-

nized EU standards and best practices regarding Public Internal Financial 

Control (PIFC). The importance of PIFC in ensuring transparent and account-
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able public financial management is paramount. Beyond its contribution to 

the realm of evidence-based policy formulation within the public sector, this 

chapter assumes a pivotal role in fortifying the institutional capacity of EU 

candidate countries to adeptly oversee both domestic and EU funds. 

The legislation stipulates the implementation of efficient and trans-

parent financial management systems to ensure the successful execution of 

PIFC objectives. Transparency is of particular importance in fostering public 

trust in institutions. This is a necessary condition for effective absorption of 

EU funds. Without this trust, the risk of misuse and inefficient use of resour-

ces remains high. 

To effectively identify and minimize risks in financial management, 

internal audit is an essential element of the PIFC system and must be func-

tionally independent. While significant progress has been made in this area 

in North Macedonia, further strengthening the capacity of audit bodies thro-

ugh training and institutional support is crucial. By doing so, the audit func-

tion would evolve from a formal oversight role to an initiative-taking instru-

ment for enhancing financial management. 

In order to ensure the effective functioning of the PIFC system, cent-

ral coordination of its development and implementation is necessary. The 

Central Authority, a pivotal entity in this process, is entrusted with the res-

ponsibility of coordinating, training, and providing technical support to en-

sure consistency and compliance with EU standards. This coordination is im-

perative to establish a unified and harmonized system within the public sec-

tor. 

North Macedonia has initiated measures to comply with European 

Union (EU) standards. Nevertheless, the nation is confronted with numerous 

challenges. A significant impediment pertains to institutional weakness, no-

tably in the domains of audit and coordination. Despite the existence of PIFC 

systems, they persist in their inefficiency and opacity, thereby constraining 

the capacity to absorb EU funds. Addressing these deficiencies necessitates 

a rigorous adherence to resource management principles and the imple-

mentation of enhanced oversight mechanisms. 
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Chart no. 5 How countries are rated for Chapter 32 - Financial Control 

(Source: Progress reports of candidate countries) 

 

Table no. 6 Assessment of progress in Chapter 32 – Financial control210 

Country Rating Progress and challenges 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

2 It is positioning itself as leader in the field, making 

progress in establishing efficient financial systems. 

This enables public resources to be managed in a 

transparent and accountable manner. Institutional 

structures have undergone significant fortification, 

accompanied by the implementation of reforms 

that are being executed in a consistent manner. 

Moldova 2 Significant progress has been made in the strengt-

hening of institutions and the adoption of effective 

financial control mechanisms. There is a discernib-

le commitment to reform, which positions it as a 

leading nation in this domain. 

North 

Macedonia 

1 It has started to reform, but challenges remain re-

garding institutional independence, internal audit, 

and public financial management transparency. 

Progress depends on improving how the State Audit 

                                                           
210 The comparative analysis is predicated on a consultation of the EC reports for all 

countries listed. 
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Office operates and how it reports. 

Albania  1 Basic financial control mechanisms are in place, 

but they are not yet sufficiently functional. External 

audit and compliance with international standards 

need to be strengthened. 

Kosovo 1 While some preliminary measures have been imple-

mented, substantial changes are still required to 

enhance the effectiveness of audit organizations 

and safeguard financial oversight from political in-

terference. 

Montenegro 1 The financial control system is improving, but weak-

nesses remain in institutional independence and 

the enforcement of audit report recommendations. 

Ukraine 1 It faces challenges in financial transparency and 

audit mechanisms are not effective enough. Inte-

gration with international standards for financial 

control and auditing is essential. 

Georgia 0 Insufficiently developed institutional mechanisms 

for financial oversight. Significant reforms are es-

sential to establish a transparent and accountable 

public financial management system. 

Serbia 0 It faces serious problems in this area, with weak 

institutional framework and lack of independence 

of audit bodies. Significant measures are required 

to ensure transparency. 

  

It is crucial for all countries, especially those with lower ratings, to 

establish independent external audit institutions that function effectively. 

These institutions should operate in alignment with the standards set by the 

International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions (INTOSAI). 

In North Macedonia, this entails reinforcing the State Audit Office by 

improving its independence, accountability, and technical capabilities. Ad-

ditionally, it is important to ensure that reports are submitted regularly to 

Parliament to foster public transparency. 

Future progress will rely on these countries' ability to adopt internati-

onal standards, enhance the effectiveness of internal audits, and establish 

clear mechanisms to prevent corruption in the management of public fi-

nances. 
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Table no. 7 Rule of Law Ratings of EU Candidate Countries, 2024 

Source: Candidate countries' progress reports for 2024.  

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS  

 

North Macedonia is demonstrating consistent and cumulative pro-

gress in crucial areas related to EU integration. Democratic institutions are 

operating effectively, and the 2024 elections took place in a positive envi-

ronment, marking a significant advancement in the democratic process. The 

European Commission's 2024 report indicates that the country received a 

score of 3.22, reflecting an improvement compared to 2023. However, there 

are still areas where progress remains slow or inadequate. 

In the realm of rule of law, the European Commission's report high-

lights that efforts to combat high-level corruption remain limited, evidenced 

by a small number of convictions in this area. The judicial system continues 

to face enduring challenges, including excessively lengthy court proceedings 

and a lack of transparency in the selection and removal of judges, which un-

dermine public trust in the judiciary. Furthermore, the regulatory framework 

for the media remains weak, particularly concerning the protection of jour-

nalists and the assurance of media pluralism. The rise in attacks on journa-
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lists and the insufficient implementation of existing protective mechanisms 

is a concerning trend. 

Progress has been achieved in reforming public administration; how-

ver, challenges related to efficiency and politicization remain persistent. To 

ensure continuity in the reform process, it is essential to complete the legis-

lative changes for the administration. Notably, advancements have been 

made in Cluster 1, which is vital for the accession negotiations. Neverthe-

less, additional efforts are required to enhance institutional capacity. 

The 2024 Rule of Law Report underscores the necessity of enhanc-

ing the transparency and accountability of institutions, particularly through 

the establishment of independent oversight and protection mechanisms. 

The European Rule of Law Mechanism identifies four key pillars—judicial sys-

tems, combating corruption, media pluralism, and institutional control—as 

critical areas that require further attention and action. 

Short-term recommendations include improving public communica-

tion regarding the benefits of EU membership, adopting the election rec-

ommendations from OSCE/ODIHR and the Venice Commission, and enhanc-

ing inter-party cooperation to expedite reforms. Additionally, greater efforts 

are required to protect journalists and ensure media pluralism. There is also 

a need for better regulation of the judiciary to guarantee its independence 

and efficiency. 

The Republic of North Macedonia is experiencing inadequate public 

support for the accession process, political polarization—particularly in the 

lead-up to elections—and limited capacity to implement necessary reforms. 

Political interference and a lack of resources for implementation further ex-

acerbate these challenges. Nevertheless, aligning with EU standards offers 

substantial benefits, including enhanced regional stability, improved rule of 

law, greater legal certainty, access to European funds, economic stability, 

and increased public confidence in institutions.  

A clear vision for North Macedonia's future within the EU must ex-

tend beyond a mere formal declaration; it should be integrated into all fac-

ets of state policy. The government needs to offer clear guidance and instill 

confidence in the integration process by demonstrating its commitment to 

implementing public policies and engaging citizens with European policies.  

The foundation of building trust among citizens lies in clear commu-

nication regarding European integration. The government must consistently 

inform the public about the benefits and obligations associated with the ac-

cession process, ensuring that the reporting is objective and free from politi-

cal bias. By providing factual information, citizens will gain a realistic under-

standing of the advantages of EU membership and their role in the process. 
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Concrete actions and a commitment to the vision of EU membership 

must accompany clear communication through the implementation of es-

sential reforms. Reforms are central to the accession process, while demo-

cratic values form the foundation of the Union; therefore, similar standards 

are expected from candidate countries. With the adoption of the new growth 

agenda for the Western Balkans, North Macedonia must consistently pursue 

its reform objectives. Commitment to this plan will not only "unlock" addi-

tional funding but also enhance the country's standing within the EU. 

The process of European integration is not solely the responsibility of 

the government; it requires the active participation of society as a whole. 

Civil society, the academic community, and citizens must be engaged in the 

reform process through consultations, public debates, and collaborative ini-

tiatives. While civil society was consulted during the drafting of the reform 

agenda, the process did not allow for deeper input that could have signifi-

cantly influenced its content. Therefore, cooperation with civil society should 

be a fundamental aspect of this effort, rather than merely a formal obliga-

tion. 

EU integration offers access to the single market, creating opportu-

nities for economic growth, increased investment, and the generation of new 

jobs. A functioning market economy will enhance the competitiveness of 

local businesses, contributing to the improved well-being of Macedonian citi-

zens and facilitating integration into European economic networks. 
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