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Source: The data above are drawn from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators 2014.
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Electoral Process 3.00 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.50 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25

Civil Society 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25

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

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

Local Democratic 
Governance 4.00 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75

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

Corruption 5.00 4.75 4.75 4.50 4.25 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.25

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

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

At the end of 2012, Macedonia’s governing coalition went to extreme lengths 
to approve the 2013 national budget, forcibly ejecting journalists and 
members of the largest opposition party from the National Assembly during 

the vote. “Black Monday,” as the date of these events came to be known, exacerbated 
the already difficult relationship between the ruling Internal Macedonian 
Revolutionary Organization–Democratic Party for Macedonian National Unity 
(VMRO–DPMNE) and the opposition Social Democratic Union of Macedonia 
(SDSM), resulting in a political crisis that virtually paralyzed governance in 2013. 
Both parties repeatedly threatened each other with early elections, and it took 
an intervention by the European Commission and other international bodies to 
dissuade the SDSM from boycotting local elections in March. 

Although the political crisis nearly delayed the vote on the European Commission’s 
spring report, the annual progress report published in October acknowledged 
a number of positive developments in Macedonia and stated the country is still 
on track toward candidate status. Nevertheless, the naming dispute with Greece, 
which claims exclusive rights to the geographical designation “Macedonia” on 
historical grounds, led the European Council to postpone the beginning of accession 
negotiations for a fifth consecutive year.

Concerns about declining media freedom in Macedonia over the last several 
years were amplified in 2013 by the arrest and harsh sentencing of investigative 
journalist Tomislav Kezarovski. Kezarovski, who was kept in pretrial detention for 
several months, was sentenced to four and a half years in October for revealing 
the identity of a protected witness. International media watchdogs also reacted 
negatively to a packet of media legislation that could potentially curb freedom of 
speech; the government promised to amend the laws at year’s end. 

After a member of the opposition Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) was elected 
mayor of Centar, he fulfilled a campaign promise by initiating an audit of the 
multimillion-euro urban redevelopment project Skopje 2014. The investigation 
revealed several irregularities. Additional scandals linked to public procurement and 
party financing further underscored the scale of Macedonia’s corruption problems. 

National Democratic Governance. The events of “Black Monday” effectively 
paralyzed governance in Macedonia for the first half of 2013, undermining progress 
towards European Union (EU) accession. Political deadlock eased after SDSM agreed 
to participate in the March local elections, but other deep-rooted problems, such as 
the name dispute with Greece or legacies of the 2001 interethnic conflict, remained 
largely unaddressed. Ethnic tensions rose in March, following the appointment of a 
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former Albanian National Liberation Army (NLA) commander as defense minister. 
Macedonia’s national democratic governance rating remains unchanged at 4.25. 

Electoral Process. The ruling VMRO–DPMNE claimed the most seats in local 
elections held on 24 March, winning in 54 of Macedonia’s 80 municipalities, 
including the city of Skopje. The elections were assessed as free and fair, though 
minor incidents and irregularities were noted. In the months leading up to the 
elections, opposition SDSM threatened to boycott the vote, but they relented after 
the international community intervened to broker an agreement between the two 
main parties. Party financing in Macedonia lacks transparency, and the electoral 
framework remains in need of reform. Macedonia’s electoral process rating remains 
unchanged at 3.25.

Civil Society. Compared to previous years, the government appeared more open 
to cooperation with the civil sector in 2013. Several initiatives, such as the online 
legislative register and the e-democracy portal, aimed to foster cooperation and 
provide a favorable environment for civil society in Macedonia. At the same time, 
the number of politically connected NGOs remained high, and political ties with 
the government continued to discredit the sector. Macedonia’s civil society rating 
remains unchanged at 3.25. 

Independent Media. Media outlets in Macedonia are increasingly dependent 
on government advertising for financial support, contributing to their growing 
politicization and a further loss of credibility and readership. Pressures facing 
Macedonian media and journalists drew significant attention in late 2013, when 
investigative journalist Tomislav Kezarovski was sentenced to four and a half years 
in prison for revealing the identity of a protected witness in the 2008 “Oreshe” case. 
Local and international press watchdogs condemned Kezarovski’s harsh sentencing 
and lengthy pretrial detention, raising many questions about the merits of the case 
itself. In December, the government drew additional criticism when it adopted 
controversial media legislation in a quick, nontransparent process. Among other 
changes, the new laws expanded statutory regulation to print and online media. 
As the legislative and economic environment for independent media deteriorates, 
Macedonia’s independent media rating declines from 4.75 to 5.00.

Local Democratic Governance. Political battles between the country’s largest 
parties hindered tangible progress on pressing issues such as decentralization or 
the need for greater fiscal independence from the central government. After local 
elections in March, both the governing and opposition parties repeatedly accused 
each other’s local representatives of abusing their position. In Centar, a key 
municipality of Skopje, newly elected opposition mayor Andrej Zernovski faced 
protests and pressure from the central government after he initiated an audit of 
the multimillion-euro redevelopment project Skopje 2014. Macedonia’s democratic 
governance rating remains unchanged at 3.75.
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Judicial Framework and Independence. The judiciary in Macedonia is still 
plagued by allegations of selective justice, indirect political pressure, and unusually 
expedited lawsuits. The influence of the executive branch over legal proceedings was 
criticized in numerous high-profile cases during the year. Meanwhile, the Kezarovski 
trial highlighted flaws in the legal framework and a general lack of understanding 
of the institution of witness protection. As of December 2013, Macedonia replaced 
investigative judge-led proceedings with an adversarial system. Macedonia’s rating 
for judicial framework and independence remains at 4.25. 

Corruption. Although nearly every government in independent Macedonia’s history 
has claimed to prioritize the fight against corruption, graft remains widespread. The 
transparency of party finance and general public expenditures is especially lacking, 
and most citizens are still unwilling to report incidents of corrupt or illegal behavior. 
Newly documented irregularities and mismanagement related to the Skopje 2014 
redevelopment highlighted the nontransparency of procurement procedures, as 
well as an apparent lack of political will to improve the situation. A 2013 audit of 
the project initiated by the mayor of Centar concluded that uncompetitive bidding 
procedures and other irregularities had cost taxpayers approximately €8 million. As 
anticorruption efforts stagnate, Macedonia’s corruption rating declines from 4.00 to 
4.25.

Outlook for 2014. Pervasive corruption, the deep politicization of the civil 
sector, and media outlets’ declining credibility threaten Macedonia’s democratic 
development and the future of EU and NATO integration. Presidential and 
parliamentary elections held in 2014 are not likely to result in sweeping changes, 
though they will probably expose pernicious political polarization. Poverty and 
high unemployment rates will continue to pose a problem and already fragile ethnic 
relations may suffer in case of another political deadlock.
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Main Report
National Democratic Governance

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

4.00 3.75 3.75 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.25 4.25 4.25

Political deadlock in the first half of 2013 jeopardized Macedonia’s spring progress 
report and stalled accession negotiations with the European Union (EU).1 The 
country was granted candidate status in 2005, but continuous problems, including 
a 20-year-long naming dispute with Greece, resulted in the repeated postponement 
of opening talks. Macedonia, after Turkey, is the second country to spend almost a 
decade in the EU’s waiting room. 

The deadlock started with a political crisis on 24 December 2012. Earlier, 
opposition Social Democratic Union of Macedonia (SDSM) had sought reductions 
in the 2013 budget to prevent a rise in the national debt, but the governing majority 
had denied their request. On “Black Monday,” as the day came to be known, 
SDSM members boycotting the vote were removed from parliament along with all 
journalists, and the budget was approved solely by MPs from the ruling Internal 
Macedonian Revolutionary Organization–Democratic Party for Macedonian 
National Unity (VMRO–DPMNE) and its coalition allies. Outraged, SDSM 
continued its parliamentary boycott into 2013, announcing that it would boycott 
local elections held in March. The opposition also called for civil disobedience, 
organized protests, and set up blockades in front of government buildings and on 
the streets of Skopje. 

Even though both VMRO–DPMNE and SDSM were aware the crisis 
negatively affected the country’s EU integration process, neither showed willingness 
to overcome differences. Instead, both sides hoped they could improve their 
position and threatened to call early elections, revealing the polarized nature of 
Macedonian politics.2 

Following repeated calls by representatives of foreign governments and 
international organizations—including EU enlargement commissioner Štefan 
Füle and the U.S. Embassy in Macedonia—negotiations resumed between the two 
main parties. At the end of January, President Gjorge Ivanov initiated the setup of 
an independent expert commission to investigate the events of 24 December. All 
parties welcomed the initiative, except SDSM, which claimed the commission was 
just “an attempt to avoid responsibility.”3 

After a visit by the EU enlargement commissioner and two European Parliament 
members, however, SDSM agreed to participate in the ad-hoc commission and in 
local elections scheduled for 24 March. The so-called March 1 deal was hailed as a 
big success. In exchange, SDSM demanded a review of the electoral code based on 
recommendations by the OSCE’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human 
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Rights (ODIHR), the amendment of the Law on the National Assembly, and a 
review of the Rules of Procedure of the National Assembly.4 

A month after the ad-hoc commission started working in June, its chairman 
resigned, stating the work of the commission was blocked because VMRO–DPMNE 
and SDSM “did not share common ground.”5 SDSM continued to insist that the 
events of the Black Monday constituted a direct attack against the constitution, 
while VMRO–DPMNE claimed MPs of the biggest opposition party did not obey 
the Rules of Procedure of the National Assembly and therefore should be criminally 
charged.6 The commission report, containing recommendations on the parliament’s 
rules of procedures to prevent similar crises in the future, was published at the end 
of August.7 

On a few occasions in 2013, disputes between politicians included legal battles. 
In July, a Skopje court ruled in favor of Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski in a libel 
suit against the leader of the opposition New Social Democratic Party (NSDP), 
Tito Petkovski. Petkovski was ordered to pay damages in the amount of €10,0008 
after he allegedly damaged Gruevski’s reputation and honor by telling the weekly 
newspaper Focus that he had agreed to change the country’s name in accordance 
with Greece’s demands.9 

The naming dispute—which dates back to Macedonia’s independence from 
Yugoslavia in 1991—has stalled progress toward joining the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) and the EU for several years. Greece believes the use of 
“Macedonia” should refer solely to its own province of the same name and has 
pushed Macedonia to adopt “the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia” as its 
international moniker. Several proposals, such as the “Upper Republic of Macedonia” 
or the “Northern Republic of Macedonia,” were circulated in 2013 without any 
significant progress. However, the October report of the European Commission 
commended the continuation of official and expert-level contacts between the two 
countries. Ali Ahmeti, the leader of junior coalition partner Democratic Union for 
Integration (DUI) representing mostly ethnic Albanians, stated Albanians would 
accept any name that reflects the multiethnic character of Macedonia.10 

The internationally backed Ohrid Framework Agreement, which ended fighting 
between Albanian separatists and Macedonian security forces in 2001, grants 
Albanian-majority areas the right to education in their native tongue and provides 
guarantees of multiethnic participation in government. Other legacies of the 
interethnic conflict, such as the issue of financial support to families of those killed 
in the conflict or the status of former members of the so-called Albanian National 
Liberation Army (NLA), remained unaddressed. Interethnic tensions flared up once 
again in March 2013, after former NLA commander Talat Xhaferi was appointed 
defense minister. His appointment was followed by angry demonstrations by ethnic 
Macedonians on 1 March and counter-protests by ethnic Albanians the following 
day. Both protests turned violent, ethnic-Albanian protesters damaged cars and set 
fire to a bus, and several people, including policemen, got injured.11
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Electoral Process
2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

3.00 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.50 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25

Parliamentary elections in June 2011 gave Prime Minister Gruevski and the ruling 
VMRO–DPMNE a renewed mandate. The DUI party, which represents parties 
from the country’s Albanian minority, is a coalition partner, though the parties 
had repeatedly disagreed on some key issues, including EU and NATO integration 
and the name dispute with Greece. Elections put a dent in the VMRO-DPMNE’s 
parliamentary majority, though it still held 56 seats in the 123-member National 
Assembly while DUI won 15 seats. The opposition SDSM took 42 seats by winning 
some of VMRO-DPMNE’s former spots. Nevertheless, the elections marked the 
party’s fifth consecutive electoral loss to VMRO–DPMNE (three parliamentary 
elections, the 2009 local elections, and the 2009 presidential contest).

VMRO–DPMNE won in 54 of 80 municipalities, including in the city of 
Skopje, at municipal elections held on 24 March and 7 April 2013.12 International 
and domestic observers assessed both rounds as free and fair, though minor 
incidents and irregularities such as group voting or problems with votes from 
diaspora citizens were noted.13 Branko Crvenkovski, president of the opposition 
party SDSM, resigned following his party’s defeat. He was replaced by Zoran Zaev, 
mayor of Strumica.14 

The elections also shook up the coalition government. In February, Gruevski 
reshuffled his coalition, mainly changing departments headed by DUI-nominated 
ministers as some of them were planning to run in the elections. Deputy Prime 
Minister Teuta Arifi, for example, resigned from her position to become mayor of 
Tetovo.

The biggest electoral battle took place in Centar, one of the 10 municipalities 
composing the capital. Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)  candidate Andrej 
Zernovski—who ran against incumbent mayor Vladimir Todorovik of VRMO-
DPMNE—announced he would undertake a general audit of the government’s 
controversial multimillion-dollar Skopje 2014 urban redevelopment project.15 
Both rounds of the election and the rerun were characterized by high turnout 
and complicated by problems around voter identification. Albanian citizens from 
Pustec—a municipality bordering Macedonia with a significant Macedonian 
minority—allegedly obtained Macedonian identification documents and were 
transported on buses to vote for Todorovik.16 The acquisition of identification 
documents was facilitated by a fast-track procedure that had been in use in 
previous elections, with no need for voters to prove residency in the municipality 
they registered to vote. Despite the increase in the number of registered voters, 
opposition candidate Zernovski won the mayoral seat. 

Fallout from the violent ejection of opposition MPs from parliament during 
the December 2012 budget negotiations also affected the 2013 electoral campaign. 
In January and February, it was uncertain whether SDSM would continue with the 
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boycott throughout the elections. They agreed to participate only at the beginning 
of March, after a visit from a European Commission delegation. In the first two 
months of 2013, however, the party did not nominate candidates in any of the 
municipalities, which led to some confusion. Stevcho Jakimovski, the incumbent 
mayor of Skopje’s Karposh municipality, for example, submitted his nomination 
as a candidate for the Serbian Advanced Party in Macedonia (SNSM) and was 
subsequently expelled from the SDSM. Jakimovski won the election and registered 
his own political party under the name of Civic option for Macedonia (GROM).17

As predicted in 2012, VMRO–DPMNE and SDSM put rivalry aside and 
forged coalitions in the Albanian-dominated municipalities of Kichevo and Struga.18 
The move was vociferously criticized by civil society organizations, who argued it 
resulted in heightened interethnic competition and endangered the already fragile 
relationship between the two ethnicities in Macedonia. In the end, both seats were 
won by the Albanian candidate.

In mid-October, the president of the State Electoral Commission and SDSM 
MP Boris Kondarko resigned following accusations of hindering the work of the 
committee by VMRO–DPMNE; he cited personal reasons behind his resignation. 
The electoral code, which was revised in November 2012, did not to comply with 
recommendations from the OSCE’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights (ODIHR). 

Political party financing, regulated by the Electoral Code and the Law on 
Financing of Political Parties, lacks transparency in practice. Surveys on electoral 
campaign funding have shown a failure to report donors—except for a few party 
members—which means the biggest donations to political parties are concealed 
from the public. At the same time, overspending by parties during the campaign 
remains a problem—this was especially true in the case of advertising spending by 
the two biggest political parties, VMRO–DPMNE and SDSM. Opaque practices 
in campaign advertising remains a problem; although price lists quote equal prices 
too all candidates, major political parties are often given significant “discounts” on 
their advertisements.19 

Throughout 2013, Macedonia’s major political parties threatened to call early 
elections. SDSM demanded snap elections following the events of last December 
and their subsequent parliamentary boycott.20 Media also speculated that early 
parliamentary elections might be scheduled to take place alongside the presidential 
election planned for 2014.21 However, as of late December 2013, there were no 
concrete plans to move forward the legislative contest due to take place in 2015. 
In any case, a complete overhaul of the legal framework concerning elections—
especially the laws on financing political parties and campaigns—will be key to 
creating an environment for healthy competition between ideas and platforms. 
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Civil Society
2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25

The government appeared more open to cooperation with civil society organizations 
in 2013. To signal this new approach, it requested the Ministry of Information 
Society and Administration to develop a framework that promotes communication 
and facilitates cooperation between stakeholders.22 The main goal of the newly 
created online legislative register and the e-Democracy portal was to provide a 
favorable environment for the development of the civil sector. 

In the second half of 2013, additional funding became available from the 
Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance II (IPA II), the successor of IPA for the 
budgetary cycle 2014–2020. Both IPA and IPA II are structural funds administered 
by the EU that aim to help a country’s accession. Fatmir Besimi, the Deputy 
Prime Minister in charge of European Affairs, announced the government is 
open for suggestions from NGOs on how to allocate these funds.23 Several NGOs 
heeded his call and petitioned the government to take advantage of IPA II; the 
Macedonian Center for European Education, an NGO that had been analyzing 
the distribution and absorption of IPA funds, argued allocation of the funds for 
civil society development would create 8,000 new jobs in the sector.24 According to 
a comparative analysis on the use of IPA funds, Macedonia received €622 million 
in the period between 2007 and 2013—out of which only 1 percent reached 
the civil sector.25 In addition to lack of funding, this period was characterized by 
unwillingness from the government to cooperate with local NGOs and a lack of 
innovative ideas. 

Despite cautious efforts at improving the dialogue between the government 
and the civil sector in 2013, cooperation was still unsatisfactory in many areas, 
especially on Roma rights, LGBT rights, gender equality, and other social issues. 
Following mob attacks on an LGBT support center and a gay TV star’s home in 
summer 2013, the parliament voted on a proposal to define marriage as “between a 
man and a woman” in the constitution. As a positive development, the amendment 
was voted down in September.26

The government took some steps toward implementing the 2012 strategy for 
cooperation, but most of its goals remain unattained. There was no real progress 
in amending current tax laws, which provide few tax breaks for NGOs and set 
administrative hurdles to accepting donations. Foreign funds remained the main 
source of financing, although many foreign donors left the country and some of 
them went through restructuring, replacing their country presence with regional 
offices in the Balkans. In some cases, donors decided to allocate all their funding in 
their home country. 

Macedonia’s civil society sector remained highly polarized in 2013. Parallel 
civil movements with similar goals but different political loyalties continued to 
support different agendas throughout the year. Some of the NGOs critical of the 
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government were linked to SDMS, while many organizations that supported the 
policies of the government, such as limiting abortion rights, had close ties with the 
ruling party VRMO–DPMNE and received funds from the central government 
budget.27 This politicization hurt other organizations working for civil causes as 
they often failed to secure funding due to the lack of political connections.

In August 2012, a civil movement called AMAN was formed to protest the 
constantly growing price of central heating, electricity, and fuel. It led a petition 
drive for legislation that would protect consumers from what organizers saw as 
unfair pricing imposed by energy monopolies. At the end of January 2013 the 
movement succeeded to collect more than 13,000 signatures and submitted them 
to parliament, hoping that MPs would discuss the initiative and vote in favor.28 The 
petition, however, was voted down in February. 

In June, the parliament adopted a new law on abortion, introducing several 
measures that limited the right of pregnant women over their bodies, as well as the 
number of abortions within a year.29 The law met with outrage from civil society 
organizations and elicited a torrent of responses, especially from NGOs working 
on patients’ rights. The initiative was backed only by a small NGO called Revita, 
which was founded by a member of VRMO–DPMNE and was asked to give an 
expert opinion on the law in the parliament.30

The Skopje-based Association for Health Education and Research (HERA) 
issued a strong statement, claiming that after the adoption of the law, Macedonia no 
longer belonged to the group of liberal democracies in Europe.31 The organization 
also sent an open letter to President Gjorge Ivanov, asking him not to sign the law, 
but Ivanov dismissed the request, stating the organization had no legal arguments.32 
A few months later, HERA submitted a draft framework on sex education in schools, 
but this initiative was dismissed as well—this time by Minister for Education and 
Science Spiro Ristovski.33 

Also in June, a civil initiative called Veritas protested against the alleged plan of 
Centar’s new mayor, Andrej Zernovski, to halt the building of a church in the center 
of the capital. Volunteers for Veritas, whose founder was married to a former deputy 
minister at the time of the protests, allegedly received free transport and sandwiches 
before the protests.34 Zernovski announced he was planning to revise all building 
permits issued for the area where the project Skopje 2014 was being implemented.35 
The Church of St. Helena and St. Constantine was being built in the revised area—
though it was unclear whether the mayor wanted to stop its construction.36 His 
statement triggered an avalanche of criticism, including from priests and high-
ranking representatives of the Orthodox Church. The Commission for Religious 
Relations and Religious Groups stated Zernovski’s actions were against God.37 After 
several protests, one of which resulted in a broken window and an injured employee 
at the municipality, Zernovski announced the construction would go forward.
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Independent Media
2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

4.25 4.25 4.25 4.25 4.25 4.25 4.50 4.75 4.75 5.00

Macedonia’s media are increasingly politically polarized and often fail to provide 
objective or balanced reporting. Journalists are poorly paid and usually lack the 
technical resources to cover important stories. Government advertising accounts 
for a large share of the advertising market, contributing to self-censorship; at least 
1 percent of the annual national budget is spent on state advertising campaigns, 
with government-friendly media favored highly over others.38 The harsh sentencing 
of journalist Tomislav Kezarovski in 2013 elicited a powerful reaction among 
Macedonian media and NGOs as well as international media watchdogs, many of 
which interpreted Kezarovski’s arrest, lengthy pretrial detention, and sentencing as 
an act of government and judicial intimidation. 

As an editor for the magazine Reporter 92 in 2008, Kezarovski published two 
articles about a murder case known as “Oreshe,” along with a copy of the court 
records and the first name of the main witness.39 Five years later, in May 2013, 
Kezarovski—now a journalist for the daily Nova Makedonija—was taken into 
custody, where he remained until one month after his first-instance court sentencing 
in October. Following an immense public outcry, the courts amended his sentence 
to one of house arrest in November, pending the decision of the court of appeals.

Kezarovski’s arrest was unanimously condemned by local and international 
press freedom organizations. OSCE Representative on Freedom of the Media 
Dunja Mijatovic, who had been closely following the case, called on the authorities 
to release Kezarovski, warning that the fact of his arrest and detention had already 
done serious damage to media freedom in Macedonia.40 In addition to international 
criticism, hundreds of local journalists protested with tape over their mouths in 
front of the Museum of the Macedonian Struggle for Independence on 23 October. 
The protesters, who lit candles symbolizing “the burial of democracy in Macedonia,” 
were blocked by riot police from reaching their destination. The Skopje office of the 
Helsinki Committee for Human Rights said police had violated the demonstrators’ 
freedom of assembly.41 

Troubling details about the Kezarovski case also drew accusations of foul play. 
In February, the witness named in Kezarovski’s articles testified that he had given 
his original testimony against the “Oreshe” defendants under police pressure. 
He also stated that he had gained protected status only in 2010, two years after 
the publication of Kezarvski’s articles in 2008.42 Other observers noted that 
Kezarovski’s arrest coincided with his investigation into the suspicious death of 
Nikola Mladenov, the owner of the critical newspaper Fokus.43 

Throughout Kezarovski’s trial, government-oriented media tried to downplay 
the significance of the case by reporting on press freedom violations in other 
democratic countries and by claiming Kezarovski violated several other laws. 
Surveys about the March municipal elections also confirmed deep politicization; 
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they showed unbalanced and partisan reporting, which was mostly biased toward 
the ruling VMRO-DMPNE.44

The events of “Black Friday” in December 2012 and the ensuing political crisis 
negatively influenced dialogue between government and journalists in 2013 and 
halted negotiations with the Association of Journalists on important issues regarding 
media freedom. Although both sides reached agreement on decriminalization of 
defamation in 2012, which was noted as a progress, high court fees and related 
expenses in civil lawsuits continue to threaten media pluralism. 

In April 2013, the government introduced two draft laws—the Law on Media 
and the Law on Audiovisual Services—both of which were adopted in a quick, 
nontransparent process in December.45 Several media organizations and independent 
experts criticized the laws, pointing out they aim to regulate all media, including 
print and online, through the same government-dominated media regulator, with 
seven of its members serving nine and its head eight years. In addition, the proposed 
laws included the definition of a journalist, placed blanket prohibitions on content, 
provided for hefty fines, and contained vague provisions that could be subject to 
abuse.46 Responding to concerns that the adopted laws were not in line with Council 
of Europe and OSCE recommendations, at year’s end the Ministry for Information 
Society and Administration promised to make amendments.

Local Democratic Governance
2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

4.00 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75

Macedonia has 84 municipalities, plus the city of Skopje, a self-governing area 
consisting of 10 other municipalities. Though much emphasis has been given to the 
importance of the decentralization process called for under the Ohrid Framework 
Agreement in 2001, Macedonia’s local self-government is still controlled by 
both the central government and the national leadership of the political parties 
of municipal mayors. The decentralization process continued, but there was little 
progress in ensuring the financial independence of municipalities. The share of VAT 
transferred to local municipalities, for instance, was still insufficient to cover the 
costs of their responsibilities. 

Municipal elections in 2013 resulted in a slight improvement in gender equality 
on the municipal level. Following 2009, when no female candidate got elected, four 
women were elected as mayors in Tetovo, Bogdanci, Gradsko, and Kisela Voda. 

The political crisis following the removal of opposition MPs and journalists 
from parliament in December 2012 also had consequences on the local level. Most 
of 2013 was characterized by political battles which hindered tangible progress 
on several pressing issues, such as decentralization and fiscal independency from 
the central government. After local elections in March, both the governing and 
opposition parties repeatedly accused each other’s local representatives of abusing 
their position. 
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The most-discussed case was the case of Andrej Zernovski, newly elected mayor 
of Centar, one of the 10 municipalities composing Skopje. Zernovski, the president 
of the opposition Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), won the mayoral seat after 
three rounds of elections in March and promptly suspended ongoing construction 
projects for the controversial multimillion-euro development project Skopje 2014. 
In addition, he announced a detailed audit of the project and promised to submit 
the findings to the Public Prosecutor’s Office for investigation.47 The audit, which 
was published in August, revealed numerous irregularities, cost overruns, and 
allegations of corruption connected to the bidding processes conducted under 
previous mayor Vladimir Todorovik.48 

In the same month, Zernovski halted the building of a Baroque-style parking 
garage in place of a small park to determine if the construction company had the 
relevant permits; the government accused him of boycotting the project. A month 
later, police detained 11 activists who protested against the demolition of the park 
and the disappearance of green spaces in the city center. The police deployed several 
hundred policemen, who stormed the park during the night to detain the activitst. 
In the end, the building company was able to clear the area, cut the trees, and start 
building the garage.49

Over the course of the year, Zernovksi was faced with several protests, pressure 
from the government, and vigorous verbal attacks from the ruling parties. In 
May, following accusations by VRMO-DPMNE that he was employing people 
close to him from the party without advertising for the positions, inspectors from 
the Ministry of Labor and Social Politics paid a visit to the municipal office. The 
ministry later stated they were unaware of any investigation against Zernovski and 
the visit was part of a regular inspection.50 In June, the mayor had to be evacuated 
from the municipal building after protesters—demonstrating against alleged plans 
to halt the building of an Orthodox church as part of the Skopje 2014 project—
started chanting “Muslims!” and broke a window.51

According to SDSM, the government attempted to win back the majority in the 
municipality of its traditional stronghold, Centar, by accusing one of the councilors 
of fraud and placing him in pretrial detention.52 In October, very shortly after SDSM 
party member Miroslav Sipovic was elected chairman of the Centar municipal 
council, he was accused of fraud in his role of chairing a local company’s board. As 
part of the investigation, police arrested 12 people for causing damages of €1 million 
to the company Masino Promet between 2008 and 2011. Since Sipovic was not in 
Macedonia at the time of the arrests, the Ministry of Justice issued an international 
warrant and asked Austrian authorities to extradite him. Sipovic claimed he was 
boarding the flight on his way back from a private visit to the U.S. when authorities 
detained him at Vienna International Airport. After its chairman was placed in 
custody, the municipal council was led by the oldest members of the council, and 
VMRO–DPMNE was lobbying for new elections. At year’s end, the Centar council 
had 23 members, narrowly divided between coalitions led by the biggest parties—12 
belonging to the coalition called “Union for the Future,” led by SDSM, and 11 to 
the coalition named “For a Better Macedonia,” including VMRO-DPMNE. 
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Judicial Framework and Independence
2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

3.75 3.75 3.75 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.25 4.25

The EU progress report, published on 16 October, remained critical about 
the situation of the judiciary in Macedonia. The report listed several problems, 
including “claims of selective justice, indirect political pressure, judgments which 
are unusually expedited in terms of outcome or speed” and high-profile cases 
that have a potential effect on the careers of judges working on them.53 Even 
though a 2012 Council of Europe report indicated some positive developments 
and ranked Macedonia as a middle performer concerning judicial efficiency, the 
excessive length judicial proceedings continue to pose a problem.54 The progress 
report also noted problems within the prison system—which remains understaffed 
and underfunded—ranging from torture and ill-treatment by prison guards to 
overcrowding. The latter was acknowledged by Ombudsman Idzet Memeti during 
his visit to journalist Tomislav Kezarovski in October.55 

The Kezarovski case exposed flaws in the legal framework and the 
implementation of laws. The journalist—who had been arrested for revealing the 
identity of a protected witness in May—had already spent 172 days in pretrial 
detention by the time the courts changed it to house arrest. The finalization of 
the decision also took a few weeks, delaying the appeals process and extending 
Kezarovski’s detention. The first-instance ruling, which sentenced him to four and 
a half years in prison, was widely condemned by international and local human 
rights organizations; the Skopje branch of the Helsinki Committee claimed it to be 
unprecedented in Europe.56 

The case revealed problems with the 2005 witness protection law, showing a 
lack of understanding of the institution of protected witness. Democratic Union 
MP Pavle Trajanov prepared amendments to the law in November, proposing to 
increase the punishment for perjury from a maximum of 4 years to at least 10 
years.57 In addition, he proposed to lower the punishment for journalists revealing 
information about a protected witness from at least four years to three months. 
Shortly after submitting it, however, he retracted the proposal, stating that there 
should be a broader public debate on the issue.58 

The Skopje Criminal Court sentenced former prime minister Vlado Buchkovski 
to three years in prison in the case called “Tank Parts.”59 Buchkovski and four other 
people were sentenced for misusing state funds; they had been accused of buying 
spare parts for Macedonian T-55 tanks in 2001—when Buchkovski was minister 
for defense—and spending over €2 million from the state budget. The former prime 
minister and SDSM party member claimed the case was politically motivated. A 
first-instance court sentenced Buchkovski for three years and five months in 2008; 
however, that ruling was quashed by an appellate court. The Skopje branch of the 
Helsinki Committee announced they plan to send the ruling to the European Court 
of Human Rights (ECtHR) for review, criticizing the influence of the executive in 
high-profile cases in Macedonia.
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In July, in a high-profile case, police arrested the head of the Cultural Heritage 
Protection Office, Pasko Kuzman, for his alleged involvement in the smuggling of 
valuable archeological artifacts.60 Kuzman, who is a well-known archeologist and is 
linked to the Skopje 2014 project, was charged along with 18 other suspects as part 
of an investigation called “Phalanx 2.” According to the charges, Kuzman and other 
government employees helped the transfer of artifacts out of the country. Minister 
for Internal Affairs Gordana Jankulovska ensured the public that police acted under 
the directions of the Public Prosecutor.61 

Starting on 1 December 2013, the previous Law on Criminal Procedure 
was phased out, and investigative judge–led prosecutions were substituted by the 
adversarial system, where defense lawyers and public prosecutors have to collect 
evidence and investigate. The responsibilities of public prosecutors also changed 
with the new code: they can decide not to prosecute cases with a fine or penalty 
up to three years in jail in case the suspect agrees to “fulfil certain commitments by 
which the harmful consequences of the crime will be reduced or annulled.”62 Even 
though the new law came into effect with a one-year delay, public prosecutorial 
teams were understaffed and investigation centers were not yet established at year’s 
end. Head Public Prosecutor Marko Zvrlevski, Minister for Internal Affairs Gordana 
Jankulovska, and Minister for Justice Blerim Bedgeti were optimistic, claiming the 
new law will provide faster justice for the citizens of Macedonia.63 

Financial and quality management problems continued to plague the judiciary. 
The judicial budget was €29.6 million in 2013, with 80 percent of it allocated 
solely to pay the salaries of judges and administrative staff. The number of judges, 
however, was still about 50 percent higher than the rest of Europe compared to the 
size of the population.64 The budget of the Academy for Judges and Prosecutors 
(AJP), which provides trainings and lifelong learning programs to members of the 
judiciary and prosecutors, decreased in 2013. Even though it is required by law for 
all new appointees to have graduated from AJP, the Judicial Council continued to 
ignore this requirement, appointing only 4 AJP graduates out of 39 new judges in 
2012 and only 1 out of 13 in the first half of 2013.65 Despite claims that there is a 
lack of qualified and well-trained judges and appointments are overly political, the 
director of AJP Aneta Arnaudovska was hopeful, stating in November that recent 
reforms contributed to an increasingly independent judiciary. She added that judges 
and prosecutors should be more “resistant to politics.”66 

Corruption
2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

5.00 4.75 4.75 4.50 4.25 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.25

Although nearly every government in independent Macedonia’s history has claimed 
to prioritize the fight against corruption, graft remains widespread. Year after year, 
EU progress reports criticize the nontransparency of party finance and general public 
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expenditures, citing these as significant problems. The government’s response has 
been ad hoc, and 70 percent of respondents to Transparency International’s 2013 
polling feel that corruption has either remained the same or worsened over the past 
two years.67 

For 5 years, Skopje 2014 has been a source of controversy in Macedonia. It has 
been criticized for its baroque architecture and the nationalistic undertones evident 
in the choice of statues and monuments, but the dominant complaint concerns the 
project’s immense cost, which many believe is connected to public procurement 
fraud. When the project was launched in 2008, it was projected to cost around €80 
million.68 At a press conference in April 2013, the Ministry of Culture admitted 
that a total of €207 million had been spent on new buildings, monuments, and 
sculptures. However, NGOs estimate that the government has spent well over twice 
that amount,69 and opposition parties like SDSM insist that the figure is closer to 
one billion. 

Upon his election in March, the new mayor of Centar municipality initiated 
an audit to discover how the money being diverted from the state budget to Centar 
for the Skopje 2014 project was being spent. The first part of report, published in 
August, found €58 million of the funds transferred from the central budget account 
to the municipality of Centar unaccounted for. In addition, the review commission 
noted that the municipality had no right to approve monuments of national 
significance; such decisions could only be passed by parliament under Article 3 of 
the Law on Memorials and Monuments.70 In November, the commission published 
its final report, which concluded that uncompetitive bidding procedures, cost 
overruns, lack of quality control, and other irregularities had cost taxpayers at least 
€8 million.71 VMRO–DPMNE dismissed the report as biased. 

Problems with rule of law and corruption were criticized in the annual EU 
progress report as well. The report concluded that corruption remained a “serious 
problem,” especially in the areas of public procurement and political party funding. 
Even though the legal framework was brought into line with European legislation 
in the past several years, implementation is still lagging behind. Maximum penalties 
with a deterrent effect are rarely used, and the courts’ capacity in prosecuting 
corruption cases needs significant improvement. Internal controls against corruptive 
behavior in state and public administration are poor and need to be overhauled.72 

Lack of transparency in public procurement continued to pose a significant 
problem in 2013. According to a report by the Center for Civil Communications, a 
Skopje-based NGO, every fourth public procurement contract was concluded with 
only one company participating in the bidding process. Additionally, institutions 
avoided disclosing important information about the bids, and even though e-auction 
is mandatory in Macedonia, such auctions were not organized in 38 percent of the 
monitored procurements. Tenders were often annulled, and in the first quarter of 
2013, contracts worth about €11 million were signed without prior calls for bids.73 

There were some positive improvements, however. According to the May 
report of the Group of States against Corruption (GRECO), Macedonia had made 
progress in implementing GRECO’s recommendations from 2012; 35 out of 44 
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recommendations had been fully implemented, 6 were implemented partially, and 3 
remained unimplemented.74 A survey by Brima Gallup published in October found 
the perception of corruption is lowest in Macedonia (67 percent) and Montenegro 
(50 percent) in the Balkans; a Transparency International (TI) report concluded 
that the percentage of people admitting to have paid a bribe in the past 12 months 
dropped by 4 percent to 17 percent, compared to 2010.75 Still, Transparency’s global 
corruption barometer showed a one-point increase in perceived corruption for 2013.

Reporting corruption, however, is still a taboo in practice. Hotlines for reporting 
bribery and corruption are dead, according to a survey published by the Center for 
Investigative Journalism SCOOP Macedonia in May. The survey showed that very few 
people reported any cases on the telephone lines set up by the government in 2007, 
and hotlines operated by state institutions were even less used.76 The SCOOP survey, 
however, revealed that citizens do report corruption on hotlines operated by NGOs; 
they mostly complained of corrupt behavior in municipalities, law enforcement, the 
real estate market, tax corruption, etc. 77 A new initiative by USAID launched on 18 
September aims to support civil society organizations and improve the integrity and 
accountability of state institutions. The program includes several innovative methods, 
including the Corruption Monitoring System (CMS), which will help gather detailed 
information about the types, levels, and trends of corruption.78

 Author: Ljubica Grozdanovska Dimishkovska
Ljubica Grozdanovska Dimishkovska is a freelance journalist, media consultant, 
analyst, and researcher based in Skopje, Macedonia. 
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