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Introduction

The aim of this policy brief is to discuss the challenges of Kosovo’s Roma, Ashkali and 
Egyptians (RAE) civil society posed by the recently established context in Kosovo. Based on 
three possible scenarios for the Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians civil society development in 
Kosovo it provides recommendations for more effective societal participation towards building 
inclusive and democratic Kosovo. It is envisaged to discuss primarily the Roma, Ashkali and 
Egyptians civil society organizations in Kosovo. However, the policy brief also aims to target 
broader civil society in Kosovo concerned with the Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians, international 
organizations, actors and donors, as well as the overall political establishment in and about 
Kosovo.

Executive summary

Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians communities, according to a number of international and 
intergovernmental organizations dealing with human rights, refugees, social inclusion and other 
topics, are the most marginalized and vulnerable communities in Kosovo, faced with imminent 
deterioration of the situation upon return of the people belonging to these communities that fled 
Kosovo during the war. This poses particular challenge in the context of the tenuous new state of 
Kosovo, still dealing with severe political and democratic obstacles and ethnic tensions. On the 
other hand Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians communities are given specific attention by the 
international community because of their situation in Kosovo and the refugee returning policies, 
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thus Kosovo is pushed to deal with the 
issues of these communities. Existing of 
active, functional and well developed 
Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians civil society 
in this context is crucial for the success of 
the efforts to improve the situation of these 
communities in Kosovo. 

The present policy brief explains that 
regardless of the opportunities provided 
from the aspect of international attention 
and favourable policy environment, RAE 
civil society faces obstacles inhibiting its 
development of the, particularly from the 
aspect of collaborative approach to dealing 
with the issues of the three community.

At the moment RAE civil society is 
underdeveloped compared to the 
mainstream civil society, lacking 
capacities and resources to face the 
challenges of the context and deeply 
fragmented. The cleavages of the RAE 
civil society are along the lines of 
ethnicity, geographic area, scope of work 
and level of development.

The policy brief argues that the 
collaboration among RAE civil society 
organizations (CSOs) is the best direction
for development needed to address the 
situation of the three communities, as the 
other two possible scenarios – dissolution
or status quo of the RAE civil society 
would not benefit its constituency. It also provides insight of the possible collaboration options, 
including: 1) ad-hoc cooperation among RAE civil society organizations; 2) organized RAE civil 
society on the basis of ethnicity, area of work or location; 3) structured RAE civil society 
focused on particular issue, as recommended form; and 4) structured RAE civil society focused 
on overall joint work.

As a conclusion, several essential elements necessary to consider within the networking process 
of the RAE civil society are described, including recommended nature of vision and mission, 
legal status of the network, and leadership.

Box 1. Focus on the Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians civil 
society

This policy brief is dealing with the civil society of the 
Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians together, and not, for 
example with the civil societies of the Serbs, Turks or 
other minority groups. The communities of Roma, Ashkali 
and Egyptians in Kosovo are three different communities. 
This is defined by subjective criteria – belonging, loyalty 
and solidarity of the members of each community towards 
the other members and the community as a whole, as well 
as by objective criteria – traditionally inhabited territories, 
language, customs and traditions, etc. Nevertheless, the 
political establishment in Kosovo, as well as the 
international community, considers the three groups 
together, because of their similar socio-economic 
situation, similar claims and recent historical 
developments of the three communities, and  because this 
approach facilitates dealing with the similar issues of the 
three groups. The Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians are jointly 
referred to as RAE. The approach of looking at these there 
particular communities together, for the same reasons is 
adopted in this policy brief as well. On the other hand, the 
policy brief is focusing on the RAE communities only, as 
these communities are facing specifically difficult 
situation from the aspect of their political and socio-
economic rights, indicated for instance in the lack of civil 
registration, high unemployment rates disproportionate to 
the unemployment rates of other groups, etc (see for 
example, Human Rights Watch’s ‘A Human Rights 
Agenda for a New Kosovo’ from January 12, 2009, 
available at http://www.hrw.org/en/node/79229/section/7 
as accessed on December 30, 2009.). Moreover, these 
difficulties are expected to increase with the surge of RAE 
returnees in Kosovo. Therefore, the RAE communities are 
of particular interest for this policy brief. In order to 
address such complex situation, the engagement of well-
organized civil society providing voice to the RAE 
communities and link with the other relevant actors is 
crucial, and is the focus of this policy brief.
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The context in Kosovo

Kosovo is a newly established state with largely homogenous population consisted mainly of 
Albanians and small Serb, Bosniak, Goran, Turkish, Roma, Ashkali, Egyptian, and other 
communities. However, quite large number of people belonging to ethnic minorities fled Kosovo 
during the war and is awaiting return to Kosovo, which is expected to pose considerable 
challenges in terms of safety, housing, and general re-integration into the society. Ethnic tensions 
and possibility for ethnic violence are declining, but have not diminished completely and still 
represent one of the main concerns. Kosovo is facing difficulties related to its recognition as a 
state and establishing functioning democratic system, although large support is provided by the 
international community to achieve the latter. Moreover, Kosovo is surrounded by countries still 
transiting from socialist to democratic regime that also experienced difficulties related to ethnic 
clashes.

The newly established Kosovo state is in its second year of independence since February 2008. 
Kosovo government and its institutions are focusing their efforts to demonstrate that Kosovo is a 
functional democracy and stable country. According to the 2009 updated report of the 
International Crisis Group “concerns about possible widespread violence and/or a mass exodus 
from the Serb enclaves, have not materialized. While there have been violent episodes, the 
situation has remained largely stable. Kosovo’s government has made positive gestures to the 
Serb minority and committed to protect minority rights, including through the decentralization of 
government and preserving the Serb cultural and religious heritage. In July the international 
community demonstrated its commitment to supporting the new state by pledging € 1.2 billion in 
aid for Kosovo”.1

By 1999, Kosovo was an autonomous region of Serbia. Serbia itself had a turbulent recent 
history, with its involvement in the conflicts on the Balkans and the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
whose political center was Belgrade – the capital of Serbia. It started its transition from the 
socialist to the democratic political system with the rest of the Balkans and similarly is still 
struggling with the long and difficult transition process and frequent political turnovers. Kosovo, 
mainly inhabited by ethnic Albanians, was a region that largely opposed the political regime of 
Yugoslavia, particularly from the aspect of the federal structure, and consequently was excluded 
from or not interested to get involved with the recent political developments emerging in Serbia, 
strongly opposing the nationalist regime of Milosevic. The transitional problems affected this 
region disproportionately. Ethnic Albanians in Kosovo had fundamentally different view about 
the envisioned political system and its development in the country than the Serbs, particularly 
regarding the relation between Kosovo and Serbia and other countries on the Balkans. 

As the situation under and around the Milosevic regime in Kosovo has been deteriorating in 
terms of growing political and economic disparities for more than 20 years, in March 1999 
NATO alliances began air strikes in order to prevent ethnic cleansing and violence in Kosovo. In 
June 1999, after Serbian forces left, Kosovo became a United Nations (UN) protectorate under 
the UN Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK). First democratic elections were organized in November 

                                                
1 International Crisis Group, Kosovo’s Independence, updated February 2009, available at 

http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=3225&l=1 as accessed on December 30, 2009
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2001 and according to the principle “standards before status” UNMIK has progressively 
transferred its competencies to Provisional Institutions of Self-Government. In April 2008 the 
government adopted a new constitution, which came into force in June, when a number of main 
powers were transferred from UNMIK to the Kosovo government. Kosovo constitution has 
modern and citizenship oriented concept ensuring applicability of international law and human 
rights standards and freedoms. The provisions form chapter III of the Kosovo Constitution 
provides the basic principles regarding the status and rights of minorities in Kosovo, which are 
described with the term of inhabitants belonging to “communities”.2

Kosovo’s population is approximately 2.2 million people, although no census has been 
conducted recently. Its ethnic composition according to Statistical Office of Kosovo estimate is 
92 percent ethnic Albanians and 5.3 percent Serbs, with the remaining 2.7 percent made up by 
other minority groups.3 From September 2004, according to the UNMIK Regulation, there are 30 
municipalities in Kosovo with 1466 settlements.4About 45 percent of the population in Kosovo is 
poor, with another 18 percent vulnerable to poverty.  15 percent of the population is estimated to 
be extremely poor, defined as individuals who have difficulty meeting their basic nutritional 
needs. 5 RAE communities are disproportionately affected by the poverty. According to UNDP, 
59 percent of the RAE are poor, while the percent of the majority is 29.6 The following chart7

shows the ethnic composition of the main towns of Kosovo:

Table 1. Demographic Distribution by Ethnicity of Household Head and Region, 2005/06.
Region Albanian Serbian Other Total
Gjakovë 95.1 0.2 4.6 100
Gjilani 86.6 12 1.4 100
Mitrovicë 88.4 11.5 0.1 100
Pejë 92.3 1 6.7 100
Prizren 81.4 1 17.7 100
Prishtinë 93.8 5.2 1 100
Ferizaj 90.2 7.9 1.9 100
Total 89.7 5.3 5 100

Although the RAE communities comprise small portion of Kosovo’s population, their 
marginalized and vulnerable position in the society, widespread discrimination towards them, 
their safety risks posed by the still existing ethnic tensions, etc, inevitably pose a need for 
attention. Increase of the proportion of these communities with the returnees could further 
worsen the situation. In the framework of the new Kosovo state, struggling with difficult political 
issues, addressing minority rights and particular the situation of RAE is a challenge.

                                                
2 See Kosovo’s Constitution, available at http://www.kushtetutakosoves.info/repository/docs/Constitution.of.the.Republic.of.Kosovo.pdf as 

accessed on December 30, 2009
3 See: 

http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/ECAEXT/KOSOVOEXTN/0,,contentMDK:20629286~menuPK:297777~page
PK:141137~piPK:141127~theSitePK:297770,00.html

4 See: http://www.ks-gov.net/ESK/eng/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=37&Itemid=27
5 Kosovo Poverty Assessment, World Bank,  2007
6 Improving institutional capacity and monitoring capabilities at central and local level for decreasing vulnerability of Roma in Western Balkans, 

UNDP Bratislava Regional Centre, accessed at: http://www.ks.undp.org/repository/docs/Project_document.doc
7 Source: World Bank staff calculations from HBS data. Notes: In percent of individuals. Population weights used. /1 Turkish,

Bosnian/Montenegro, Ashkalian, Roma and others
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The Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians community in Kosovo

Before the NATO intervention, according to various sources, there were at least 150,000 Roma 
living in Kosovo. The main part of the RAE communities has not returned to Kosovo by date. 
Part of them lives in Western European countries, mainly in Germany, Switzerland, Sweden, 
Italy, Belgium, France, Holland, etc. A number of these countries have already started intensive 
readmission policies and measures, based on bilateral agreements with Kosovo. RAE returnees 
and refugees objected to these policies and measures, but are anyhow usually brought to Kosovo 
and left alone, despite the agreed provisions for integration.

The majority of the RAE people who fled Kosovo at the time of the conflict however are situated 
in the surrounding countries in the Western Balkans – Serbia, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Most of them have a Temporary Refugee or Internally Displaced 
Person status – according to the Strategy for the Integration of RAE Communities in Kosovo 
there are 55,000 – 60,000 people with such status.8 Only few RAE people have returned to 
Kosovo from these countries or gained citizenship in the countries. Expected returns of the RAE 
from both Balkan and other countries to Kosovo are also expected to add to the existing 
problems of the RAE currently living in Kosovo.

The estimates on the number of Roma today are in the range of 22,000 – 25,0009 and on the 
overall number of RAE, according the Kosovo’s official statistics is 35,000 – 40,000. RAE 
communities are present in almost all the municipalities and enclaves in Kosovo.

RAE people who live in Kosovo are facing severe socio-economic and civil registration 
problems. There is a wide range of statuses RAE people in Kosovo have, most of those statuses 
depriving them from their basic rights. Some RAE people are citizens, others are residents with 
citizenship of another country (Serbia, currently irrelevant former Yugoslavian, etc) or even 
stateless, there are people that are internally displaced in Kosovo and people with a status of 
internally displaced citizens from Kosovo in Serbia and Montenegro, there are also returnees and 
repatriated from other countries and people with possibility to gain citizenship after their return 
from other countries.10 The Roma and Ashkali Documentation Centre from Pristine informs that 
according to UNHCR 20-40% of RAE are not registered or lack some personal documentation. 
In 2007 it has identified 6,000 RAE cases that needed legal intervention for obtaining personal 
documents. In addition, the existence of Roma camps Osterode and Cesmin Luk in Kosovo is 
still a pressing issue, because people living there await return to their previous homes and 
reintegration into the society, but instead, they are continuously left in the camps, living in horrid 
conditions – without water supply, on toxic waste, lacking access to basic public service such as 
health care, education and employment, facing disproportionately short life expectancy.
Alarming reports on health and nutrition conditions of minors have been addressed to UNHCR, 
UNMIK and the Kosovo Government by many domestic and international CSOs followed by 
partial and soft solutions of the authorities in charge. 

                                                
8 The Strategy for the Integration of RAE Communities in Kosovo  is available at: http://www.web-kfos.org/home/images/stories//rae-eng.pdf
9 See, for example, http://www.voiceofroma.com/activism/k_rom_tdy.shtml
10 Information on various statuses are obtained from the Strategy for the Integration of RAE Communities in Kosovo and from the Roma and 

Ashkalia Documentation Centre – an CSO from Pristine, Kosovo
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All 3 communities have their own political parties who attempt to speak and represent respective 
community within the political system.  After the national and local election in November 2007, 
Ashkali hold 3 seats in the Parliament and 2 seats at municipal level. Egyptians hold 1 seat at 
municipal level and 1 in the Parliament, while Roma are represented only with one seat in the 
Parliament. According to the statements of RAE CSO leaders, there is no coalition or
collaboration among RAE political parties within both Kosovo Parliament and Government. 

The Government of Kosovo in the last few years made efforts to create targeted policies for RAE 
communities. The drafting process of the Strategy for the Integration of RAE Communities in 
Republic of Kosovo has lasted almost 2 years and the Strategy was finally adopted by the end of 
2008. The European Commission has pledged 1 million euro on the implementation of this 
strategy. Additionally the OSI Foundation pledged 0.5 million euro, to be managed by the 
Kosovo Foundation for Open Society.

Despite the recent positive developments to devise targeted official policy to deal with the 
problems that RAE face in Kosovo the implementation is in its beginning stage, still not bringing 
the expected results. The problems of RAE alone and the interest of the Kosovo and international 
community to deal with these problems represent significant challenge for the RAE civil society, 
as it could and should play one of the crucial roles, including provision of information, 
representing link between officials in Kosovo and the RAE communities, contributing to the 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation, etc.
  
Situation analysis of the RAE civil society in Kosovo

The civil society in Kosovo

The Kosovo civil society sector, similarly to the other neighboring countries in the region, has 
had several development stages mainly due to the turbulent political environment.  The general 
development of the civil society in Kosovo can be divided in phases of pre- and post- NATO 
intervention. In the first phase in the period from 1998-1999 there was a small number of CSOs 
focusing on the mobilization of the Kosovo people to resist the Milosevic regime. This period is 
characterized by unique solidarity and assistance among citizens of Kosovo, mainly through 
humanitarian support and collection of data on human rights violations.

The post conflict period, after 1999, brought legislative changes and attracted many international 
donors and organizations responding to the demands and needs of Kosovo citizens in the 
aftermath of the war. While in 1999 there were 130 CSOs, only 5 years later by 2004, there were 
nearly 2,500 officially registered domestic CSOs. Today, according to the USAID NGO 
Sustainability Index report 2008, there are about 3.800 registered CSOs in Kosovo out of which 
only 200 are well established and active. Several CSO networks and informal coalitions have 
been established. However, the level of cooperation and networking between CSOs from 
different regions and ethnic backgrounds did not change significantly and is still very low. A 
considerable number of active CSOs are currently redefining goals and strategies in the new 
environment. New organizations that have clearly defined mission and scope of work are also 
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emerging, for example government watchdog CSOs.11 In terms of core activities of the CSOs, 
most of them are shifting from humanitarian aid towards service provision, watch dog and 
advocacy, although a number of CSOs still retain humanitarian aid programs.

One of the main influential factors for the civil society in Kosovo was the political environment 
in which it existed. After the Serbian forces were removed from Kosovo, civil society had to 
move from resistance towards reconstruction policies. Having UNMIK as the governing 
organization in Kosovo along the Provisional Institutions of Self-Government, Kosovo’s civil
society had no accountable governing party to establish a dialogue with. This created specific 
dimension and focus in the CSOs mandate and mission in the period 2000-2008. However, many 
CSOs have been successful in dealing with two-fold ruling structure of Kosovo and developed 
highly professional and skilled capacities and networks of contacts. Those are now entering at 
large scale the state institutions, both in terms of getting employed as state administration and in 
terms of having influence on the decision making and public policing. Since the Declaration of 
Independent Kosovo, a number of CSOs is struggling to find its new role and position in the 
decreasing donor presence.  

The RAE civil society in Kosovo

The establishment of RAE CSOs has been to a large extent supported by international 
organizations that arrived in Kosovo in the second half of 1999. Being part of Kosovo’s civil 
society, the RAE CSO movement had its own “mushrooms” era of self-organizing and official 
registering all around Kosovo. There are no exact data on the number of RAE CSOs. According 
to the estimations of RDDA Sonce, based on the site visits with the RAE communities from 
three different towns in Kosovo, there could be around  50-75 RAE civil society organizations, 
10-15 of which are active and perform every day activities with RAE beneficiaries. Another 
estimate was provided by one of the eminent RAE civil society activists, estimating the number 
of RAE organizations at 40-45. 

Although 10 years have passed since the establishment of the RAE civil society, there is still lack 
of profiled RAE CSOs dealing with specific sector or issue. Asked on their mandate and 
organizational area of work, RAE CSO leaders respond that they are rather active on universal 
and general issues, mainly addressing socio-economic and human rights needs within the RAE 
communities, providing services such as legal aid, distributing humanitarian aid or establishing 
dialogue with relevant decision makers on issues relevant to RAE. There is no clear strategic and 
program planning and RAE organizations are mainly led by the program priorities and donations 
of international organizations. Most of the RAE organizations have low annual budgets, 
spending between 40 and 80 thousand euro. Difficult socio-economic situation of the RAE 
communities in Kosovo and the lack of general public interest in the integration of these 
communities in the society also means that RAE CSOs have limited or no access to local funds. 
They heavily depend on donors’ support, which is increasingly difficult to obtain. On the other 
hand, this also limits the absorption capacities of the RAE CSOs, as the communities in general 
and their organizations in particular have limited experience in managing funds, especially larger 
amounts normally managed by mainstream organizations.

                                                
11 ‘Kosovo’ in 2008 NGO Sustainability Index, June 2009, USAID, available at: 

http://www.usaid.gov/locations/europe_eurasia/dem_gov/ngoindex/2008/kosovo.pdf
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There have been several initiatives for networking, both formal and informal. KRAEF Network 
was the most promising one, but in the last few years it failed to ensure full functionality 
according to its initial plans in 2006. The RAE woman CSOs are networking on women issues 
and seems to be more effective in self-organizing at national level. There is some cooperation 
with non-RAE CSOs in cases where the project activities are focused on RAE beneficiaries. In 
these cases RAE CSOs mainly provide link with the local RAE communities and field work, 
rarely involved meaningfully in any other stage of the project cycle, or in some cases RAE CSOs 
are only mentioned in the project proposal for the purposes of fundraising, without any actual 
role in the project implementation. In general, there is insufficient cooperation with other CSOs 
and similar to the other countries in Western Balkans, the RAE organizations are mainly dealing 
with the needs and problems of their own (local) communities. This means that RAE 
organizations are not consulted or asked on the mainstream issues at national level.

The cooperation of RAE CSOs with RAE political parties is also insufficient and sometimes the 
relations among RAE civil and political society are vague as leadership floats between the two 
sectors, depending on the current interest and possibilities. There are no concrete evidences of 
fruitful cooperation or promotion of RAE interests initiated by RAE CSOs and political parties
together. At the last local elections Roma have been organized in 4 municipalities, while Ashkali
and Egyptians were organized in most of the large towns in Kosovo. The Egyptian political party 
is in coalition with one of the mainstream parties, while Roma and Ashkali parties do not have 
coalitions with mainstream parties.

Mentioned examples of cooperation among RAE CSOs are promising, although still 
underdeveloped, while cooperation of the RAE CSOs with other stakeholders in the society, 
including non-RAE CSOs, political parties, government and donors, that is very basic at the 
moment, should be developed consequently after strengthening the ties among RAE CSOs. 
Described challenging context in Kosovo and the situation of RAE communities in Kosovo in 
particular require focused, comprehensive and coordinated efforts in order to overcome the 
difficulties RAE communities face and to build democratic and inclusive Kosovo. Cooperation 
among RAE CSOs is highly important in this regard as well. Therefore, the following chapters of 
this policy brief focus on the cooperation among RAE CSOs, firstly looking at the inhibiting 
factors and then on the options/scenarios for the relations among RAE CSOs.

The cleavages of the RAE civil society in Kosovo

There are several division lines of the RAE civil society: 1) ethnicity; 2) location; 3) area of 
work; 4) level of development.

RAE civil society organizations are divided on the principle of ethnicity. Most of the 
organizations work primarily on the issues of one of the three communities – Roma, Ashkali or 
Egyptians.  Functioning in the existing political context which considers the issues of the RAE 
communities jointly, the organizations are nevertheless involved or at least informed on the 
issues of the other communities and consequently their area of work, or rather the target group of 
the organizations is slowly and sporadically expanding from one specific to the three 
communities. The structures of the organizations however are still more rigid. The organizations 
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are usually managed exclusively by people belonging to one of the communities, meaning the 
core decision making team is usually from only one of the three communities and the same is 
generally true for the employees, volunteers and members of the organizations. This is a limiting 
factor for the expansion of the focus of the organizations to the three communities, as the 
involvement and adequate representation of the target group in the organization’s composition is 
one of the factors for its adequate work on the issues of the target group. It also represents one of 
the inhibiting factors for cooperation among RAE CSOs because of obvious reason of focus of 
each organization to one community, and thus lack of interest and capacities for dealing with the 
issues of other communities individually or jointly with other organizations. 

There is one unique exception from this rule – the Kosovo’s RAE Women’s Network, if one 
considers this network as a single organization. One could also argue that this network is 
comprised by organizations that are similar to other organizations – exclusive for one of the three 
ethnic communities. However, other actors in Kosovo, such as the international organizations 
and domestic foundations, as well as other RAE civil society organizations interact with the 
network as if it were a single organization, and the network itself acts as a single organization 
towards other actors. It makes this network more alike to an umbrella organization or 
organization with an internal structure comprised of individual smaller and locally based 
(organizations) branches. Therefore, it can be considered as the only RAE civil society 
organization that is actually RAE and not R or A or E.12

The division across ethnic lines is closely connected to the division across geographical lines. As 
stated in the introduction of this policy brief, RAE communities share some common features, 
but are also distinct ethnic communities according to other features, such as the geographic 
location in Kosovo traditionally inhabited by one or more of the three communities. Of course, 
this division is not strict and people belonging to one of the two communities could be found on 
locations traditionally inhabited by the third one. However, the settlements are mostly inhabited 
by only one of the communities with a small proportion of other communities, not necessarily 
RAE. For example, of the three communities, Prizren is mostly inhabited by Roma, 
Ferizaj/Urosevac is mostly inhabited by Ashkali and Gjakova/Djakovica is mostly inhabited by 
Egyptians. Such a geographical division comprises a reason for locally based, grassroots 
organizations to work on the issues of one specific community, namely the one most numerous 
in the geographic area where the given organization has been established.

One organization that demonstrates this division is the Roma and Ashkali Documentation Centre 
(or RAD Centre), working on personal documentation and citizenship issues. The organization 
has been initially established to address the needs of Roma and Ashkali communities, as the 
name of the organization itself suggest. RAD Centre mostly works for the benefit of one of the 
two communities at a time by having a branch, office or agent at the geographical location where 
one of the two target communities is located, as the communities are physically separated. It has 
also been working on documentation issues of Egyptians in Gjakova.

Geographical distribution of the RAE communities represents a real obstacle for a locally based 
organization to expand its focus to the three communities, as it is only in position to reach to one 
of the communities. With the expansion of the organization, for example on national level or in 

                                                
12 Information on the network available at: http://rrograek.org/index.php
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case of networking, the organization inevitably faces the need to understand and work on the 
issues of the three communities as they are related and other stakeholders expect it (for example, 
funds are usually provided for work on similar issues of the three communities jointly).

Given the context in which Kosovo’s RAE civil society operates, there has been an attempt to 
overcome the division lines among the organizations across ethnicity and geographic 
distribution. This attempt has been made in the context of the creation of the Strategy for the 
Integration of RAE Communities in Kosovo. In order to influence this strategy, RAE 
organizations established the Kosovo’s Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians Forum (KRAEF) to 
discuss common issues and propose solutions and policies to be included in the national strategy. 
The cooperation resulted in the publication ‘Our Stand’ published in 2006.13 Obviously, this 
effort for joint work was motivated by external factor, namely the idea of the Kosovo authorities 
to develop one strategy to deal with all the three communities, regardless of the differences 
between these communities. This is also evident in the fact that the forum was firstly consisted of 
only Roma and Ashkali civil society organizations discussion issues of the three communities 
(including Egyptians), while Egyptian CSOs joined at latter stage. Lack of understanding of the 
issues of other communities, lack of previous cooperation and networking experiences and the 
externally pushed idea of joint work had an impact on the work of the forum – the process of 
development of a common policy document has been embroidered with disputes among the 
members of different communities about the differences and specifics of the communities, often 
resulting in threats to the joint work. The cooperation was limited to the joined policy document. 
When it was published the cooperation among the organizations ended, because of the previously 
listed factors, the cleavages among member organizations and lack of funds.

The question whether to work together or not, for civil society organizations working with and 
for one of the three RAE communities, is still a relevant question that needs to be answered.

Besides the geographic division between the RAE civil society organizations, the specific area of 
work of any given organization is another issue posing a challenge for cooperation. RAE 
organizations are working in various fields, ranging from organizations working on human 
rights, personal documentation/registration and citizenship, to organizations working on the 
issues of specific groups within the communities, such as women, children, youth, refugees, 
internally displaced people, etc, or organizations working on preservation and development of 
the culture / ethnic identity. In fact, a large proportion of the organizations are actually working 
in the area of culture, which makes the joint work even more difficult, as the work in this field 
means that a given organization deals with the issues of specific identity of one of the three 
groups. There are a very small number of organizations working in the fields that are actually of 
common interest for the three communities, such as socio-economic issues. For organizations 
working on the issues of human rights, as well as those working on the issues of specific intra-
groups (youth, women, etc), the cooperation could depend on whether the communities face 
similar issues or not - whether there are issues that the three communities could cooperate on. 

The last but not less important factor contributing to the complexity of the RAE civil society is 
the division along the line of organizational development. There are organizations that are better 
structured, have acquired more resources over time, are better connected with decision makers 

                                                
13 KRAEF’s publication ‘Our Stand’ is available at: http://www.osce.org/item/23321.html
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and donors and gained more experience. There are however also organizations that are small and 
not very stable in terms of resources and finances, with limited experience, mainly local outreach 
and very few contacts. The geographical location is only one of the reasons for the different level 
of development. The organizations based in Pristine, obviously having better access to resources 
and contacts, are usually more developed than organizations based in underdeveloped areas of 
Kosovo. This difference in the level of development also imposes difficulties for effective 
cooperation, as more developed organizations usually have better access to information, more 
insights into issues and more sources to find solutions, and more resources in general. Less 
developed organizations involved in the debates with stronger organizations usually struggle 
with the basic understanding and information on the situation, and also have a different approach 
towards the debate itself. 

To work together or go separate ways?

To summarize the previous analysis related to the RAE civil society in Kosovo, several external 
and internal factors influence it and impose inevitable need for reconsideration of its structure, 
relations and approaches. The main factors are the context in Kosovo characterized by newly 
established and still developing democratic institutions and transitional regime, along with the 
complex political issues of the state itself, and the difficult socio-economic situation of the RAE 
communities in Kosovo, expected to deteriorate with the returns of the RAE people from other 
countries. Another important factor is the continuous withdrawal of international actors, 
including those influencing human rights application and assisting development of the situation 
of vulnerable and marginalized communities such as RAE, and those providing funds for the 
civil society. Combined with the limited capacities of the RAE CSOs, particularly those related 
to fundraising and funds management, this is even more of a critical factor. Internally, besides 
limited capacities of the RAE CSOs in comparison with other growing and developing 
mainstream CSOs, and in relation to fundraising, project management, human resources, 
experience, advocacy and other capacities, RAE CSOs also struggle with the internal cleavages 
along the lines of ethnicity, geographic distribution, area of work and level of development. On 
the other hand, both Kosovo’s authorities and international community consider RAE 
communities together and impose this approach to the civil society. Several scenarios are thereof 
possible for the RAE CSOs.

1. Dissolution of the RAE civil society

In the first scenario the RAE civil society dissolves and lets the RAE issues in the hands of other 
actors – authorities, international organizations and political parties and leaders, as a reaction to 
the complex challenges and limited capacities to cope with the problems of the RAE 
communities. Having in mind the difficult context in which the RAE civil society operates –
donors and development actors focused mostly on the state / institutions building, and less 
focused on the support to the civil society, this could easily be seen as a way out. With the 
Strategy for the Integration of RAE Communities in Kosovo, the scenario seems even more 
likely, as the issues of the RAE communities could be left over to the actors responsible for this 
policy. As the donors withdraw their resources from Kosovo, the functioning of the RAE civil 
society organizations could become even more difficult, so this option could be seen by a 
number of the organizations as the only solution.
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Nevertheless, this scenario can hardly even be seen as an option by many of the actors pursuing 
democracy in Kosovo. Without functional civil society organizations working as subjects that 
assist articulation and channelization of interests, spreading democratic values, providing 
services to the ‘hard to reach’ communities, and performing a number of other functions in a 
democratic society, it is hard to imagine how Kosovo could develop into a well-functioning
democratic state. Moreover, RAE communities are considered as communities at risk, largely 
marginalized in the Kosovo’s society, and the civil society organizations are especially needed 
for the communities to engage with authorities in order to deal with the problems faced by the 
RAE communities.

2. Status quo

This scenario represents the RAE civil society at present, except for the effort for joint work 
embodied in the KRAEF and its ‘Our Stand’ document. Disorganized RAE civil society means 
that there are RAE civil society organizations, which are working completely independently, 
mostly focused on a specific part of the community (local community in one municipality, 
particular intra-group, etc) and a specific area of work within this part of the community, without 
cooperation on the issues of common interest.

Obviously this approach is functioning and represents a real possibility for the Kosovo’s RAE 
civil society. It is also suitable for many organizations that are not able to allocate resources for 
cooperation, which could also be resources consuming, and have less capacities to expand the 
area of work and experience. A number of organizations have well established core business on 
local level with limited scope, which could be influenced by moving the focus to broader issues 
in terms of needs for expanding their human, knowledge, material and other organizational 
capacities in order to respond to the expanded area of work. In certain situations it is also 
difficult to make the constituency of an organization aware of the importance of certain activities 
of the organizations undertaken in cooperation with other organizations and not directly 
beneficial to the main organization’s target group, which imposes the risk of disappointed, 
distrustful and thus and withdrawing constituency/target group. The structures of some 
organizations are such that do not allow flexible decision making, which is needed when 
organizations are cooperating and some decisions actually require flexibility of the decision 
making of one organization in the interest of the joint decision making. The issue of capacities in 
terms of staff, knowledge, material resources and other capacities within the organization is one 
of the most important for networking, as most often organizations expect financial benefit from 
networking, but at the beginning they need to invest people, funds, goods, knowledge, 
information, and other resources of the organization in the network. These factors have to be 
considered, and the organizations do consider them when contemplating cooperation with other 
organizations. They pose a real obstacle for cooperation and joint work among organizations. 
One could also argue that the cooperation within the RAE civil society has been imposed by 
external actors – Kosovo’s authorities and international organizations, and this also influences 
the will and effort of an organization to cooperate. It is possible that the organizations could 
formally cooperate just for the sake of making a case in front of donors or authorities, but in 
reality are not really interested in meaningful and effective cooperation. Last, but not least, there 
are issues that are highly important to some of the communities and irrelevant to other 
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communities (or parts of the communities), such as language for instance. This makes 
cooperation difficult and sometimes impossible.

However, if the RAE civil society continues its way of work without meaningful, effective and 
permanent cooperation and joint work, the possibility to make a difference in the society will 
remain very limited. The possibilities for further development and growth of the individual 
organizations will also remain limited. The core business of each organization will stay the same 
or at most respond to some of the significant changes in the overall society. This way, the service 
and benefit provided to the target group of the organization will also remain unchanged. This 
type of approach usually results in responding to the urgent needs rather than making a real and 
sustainable developmental change and progress of the target group as a whole. In this scenario, 
civil society functions only as a service provider to one particular group, rather than as an active 
partner in the development of the overall society adequately to the needs and interests of the 
organization’s constituency/target group.

3. Cooperative/networking RAE civil society

The third scenario would be mutually cooperative or networking RAE civil society. Civil society 
organizations will increase the chances to influence decision makers if they act jointly. Existence 
of individual RAE CSOs means pluralism, which is very important and highly appreciated by 
both in-country and international actors and this document does not suggest dissolution of 
individual RAE CSOs – on the contrary. However small the various groups within the society, it 
is important that each voice is heard. In order to have track of all the different voices decision 
makers find it very useful if smaller groups organize themselves to speak with a common voice.
In the case of the RAE communities, which are dealt with jointly, not only decision makers, but 
also other actors in the society, such as the international organizations, expect RAE communities 
to act jointly. This expectation by the decision makers is one of the reasons for the need of 
cooperative civil society that would have improved chances of being heard. And, not only the 
voices would be joint and louder, but they could also speak on a broader range of issues and on
behalf of more people, as the organizations representing different constituencies jointly, 
represent an issue affecting all these constituencies. 

Organized civil society is also more able to generate and spread understanding, knowledge, skills 
and experience required to make a real change. Organizations that cooperate can share 
information and ideas that could lead to improvement of the work of the individual 
organizations, as well as of the joint work. Cooperation helps the organizations to understand the 
bigger picture and the causes and consequences of the problems they are dealing with
individually. The network of individual contacts of each organization is growing as some of the 
closed doors could be opened by the collaborators. The possibilities for fundraising, advocacy 
and other aspects of organization’s work are widened because of the spread of contact networks. 
Having collaborators, the individual organizations could also relay on these collaborators in 
difficult times, for example when they have insufficient resources, lack of time or human 
resources to finish certain tasks, etc. Collaborating organizations can ask for help from each 
other in a variety of circumstances. Sometimes there are possibilities for implementing some
work that could only be done by joining the capacities of the individual organizations. Existing 
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collaboration and structure could facilitate this, instead of establishing the cooperation for each 
project or program each time it is needed.

Another reason for cooperation is reconciliation of the differences through search for a common 
ground and compromise, as well as solidarity to the issues dealt by organization that are not 
necessarily issues of interest to other organizations. In practice, joint work of the different 
individual RAE civil society organization will mean practicing of the democracy in the Kosovo 
society and introducing the democratic values into the work of the organizations and among the 
RAE communities.

Therefore, this policy brief is in support of this last policy option. Although challenges stated in
the previous scenarios have to be considered, the need for networking, cooperation, collaboration
and coordination is evident. This way, the work of the individual organizations will be advanced, 
as well as the overall work on the issues of the RAE communities in Kosovo and the Kosovo 
society as a whole.

The scenario of cooperative or networking RAE civil society could take several forms or develop 
through several stages, not necessarily consciously undertaken. The ultimate goal would be to 
reach meaningful, effective and permanent cooperation of the RAE civil society, which could not 
be achieved immediately. The following list of the possible forms of cooperative RAE civil 
society is provided for consideration by the RAE civil society in order to endow it with an 
insight of the stages of its possible development towards the ultimate goal mentioned above, but 
also for other stakeholders interested in supporting the RAE civil society and RAE communities.

a. Ad-hoc cooperation among RAE civil society organizations. At this stage individual 
organizations come and work together as a response to a special need or acute crises of 
the organizations’ constituencies (such was the drafting of the Strategy for the Integration 
of RAE Communities in Kosovo). This is the first stage of the civil society getting 
organized and collaborative. It could occur many times and for many occasions, and at 
the end the organizations will understand that is better to have permanent and strategic 
cooperation, rather than to come together when the situation is difficult and complex. The 
cooperation is task driven. It could develop into more sustainable cooperation, but not 
necessarily. This largely depends on the results – whether the task has been completed 
successfully, but it also depends on the resources engaged in the collaboration and the 
stage of development of individual organizations. Ad-hoc cooperation is very often 
initiated with a project or program proposed or offered by donors, and this is often a 
reason for adjourning the cooperation, as the substantial ideas of top-down initiatives are 
usually not understood as necessity. 

b. Organized RAE civil society on the basis of ethnicity, area of work or location. Relatively 
permanent networks bring together organizations working with the same community, in
similar areas of work (such as education for instance) or in the same geographical 
location (municipal or regional networks, for example). Having in mind the cleavages 
within the RAE civil society, this form or stage could easily be seen as the second logical 
step of the building of cooperative RAE civil society. However, such fragmentation of the 
cooperation will face similar challenges as the individual organizations. Nevertheless, 
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such networks serve the purpose of more comprehensive and coordinated approach to the 
needs of the organizations’ constituencies and more organized and articulated 
representation in front of authorities, such as local, regional or sectorial ones. This will 
give the members of a network a broader picture of structural challenges faced by all 
organizations in their field and they will seek further alliances and cooperation with other 
civil society groups. The networking of this type does not require extensive resources, 
and serves the purpose of fundraising from donors interested in funding thematic 
networks, which is often a case. It is also a good start for more advanced collaboration, as 
it gradually builds networking capacities of the individual organizations. Considering the 
situation of the RAE civil society in Kosovo, it would be good idea to establish a range of 
such networks across all the interests – communities, topics and regions at the same time, 
rather than only having networks across one of the three mentioned possible interests.

c. Structured RAE civil society focused on particular issue. At this stage there is a relatively 
permanent cooperation established and institutionalized with vision and mission, core 
business, relatively stable structure and constituency, membership criteria and rules of 
procedures, and the cooperation is limited in scope or core business relevant to all the 
communities or in the whole state. This is the case for example with topics such as 
discrimination or human rights, or joined actions such as advocacy campaigns or 
monitoring work. Of course, structured civil society means that the previous steps or 
stages of cooperative work could be included in the structure – ad-hoc or permanent 
committees could be established within the network to work on specific issues, in case of 
specific developments or for the issues of specific geographic regions. This provides for 
accommodation of various interests of individual organizations and their constituencies, 
as well as flexibility and adjustability of the network as a whole. The network is not 
interfering with individual organizations’ grassroots functions and unique features, 
allowing them to retain most or all of these and so providing the network with a range of 
information, ideas and approaches. Having a permanent structure, such as secretariat, to 
facilitate the cooperation among organizations is highly recommended. Through this, the 
positive aspects of networking mentioned in the third policy option could be achieved. 
Based on the previous analysis of the state of civil society in Kosovo, this briefing 
recommends support of/towards this stage in order to achieve a fully functioning, 
cooperative and constructive RAE civil society for Kosovo.

d. Structured RAE civil society focused on overall joint work. This stage encompasses the 
establishment of an umbrella organization for the different RAE groups existing in 
Kosovo. A permanent network of single organizations with established channels of 
communication and cooperation exists, but as member organizations have to adjust to the 
overall framework they give up some of their individuality and uniqueness. Member 
organizations work as branches of the network, rather than as individual organizations. 
The network provides strategic direction for the member organizations, acts as the voice 
of the RAE communities in Kosovo and gains power. The network however takes over 
organizational aspects of the member organizations and carries the responsibility for 
fundraising, data collection, membership management and develops a profile to have 
influence in society. Individual organizations managed to a large extent by the 
network/umbrella become less responsive to the needs of the local communities. This 
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stage could be seen as the most developed type of cooperation, but has also weaknesses 
as stated, and thus could be seen as a risky approach to the development of sustainable 
cooperation. Therefore, RAE civil society organizations need to be careful when 
establishing cooperation or a network and try to avoid this type of cooperation, unless 
there is consensus and good understanding of the challenges involved. 

Conclusions and recommendations

Developing collaborative RAE civil society in Kosovo is rather challenging and risky process, 
considering the environment in which it exists and the stage in which it is at the moment, as 
described above. The process itself could be complex, gradually evolving through all the stages 
mentioned above. Moreover, many stages and forms of the networking could overlap, adding to 
the complexity. The timeframe of the process and each individual stage is difficult to establish as 
it depends on a number of factors. The coverage could also vary as the interests of individual 
organizations for networking change. Nevertheless, the situation of the RAE communities in 
Kosovo requires decisive and determined actions, including development of strong RAE civil 
society, achievable only through development of collaboration.

Several crucial elements need to be taken into consideration in this regard. On one hand the 
organizational interests of network members the organizational interests of network members 
have to be respected and included in the overall vision and mission of the network. On the other 
hand the vision and mission of the network need to be relevant to the country context and 
ambitious at the same time, as this could keep network members motivated to engage their 
organizational capacities in the joint work within the network, and thus ensure sustainability of 
the network. The vision and mission of the network reflect the reason for its establishment, 
which is crucial from the very beginning of the networking process, and thus represent the first 
elements for throughout and thoughtful consideration and clear formulation. They also need to be 
well understood and supported by the member organizations throughout the lifetime of the 
network and reconsidered periodically.

Interested RAE CSOs should own the networking process – the initiative has to be well 
understood and supported, or come from the RAE civil society itself. This will produce mutual 
trust and respect and add to the network’s voice and grassroots support. Organizations within the 
network have different capacities and priorities. This will give added value to the network and
has to be incorporated in the internal structure and organizational culture of the network to create 
a sense of ownership for all members. There should be transparency about horizontal and vertical 
hierarchy and positions in the network, clear rules for delegation of tasks and roles within the 
network as well as mechanisms to ensure accountability. Personal and individual positioning 
within the network should be based on the positive principles of constructive feedback and clear 
criteria, in order to avoid internal and external frustrations, fractioning and divisions and 
decrease of grassroots support. This approach is linked to the technical procedures and the 
networking process itself, also representing essential elements to foster sustainability and 
ownership. Participatory approach at all stages of planning, decision making and managing of 
the network is most preferred method.
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Along with the structure of the network, its legal form is also one of the difficult issues to resolve 
at the beginning of networking, as it implies obligations and responsibilities for, as well as
commitment of the member organizations. Informal networking could be an initial form that will 
have to transform into legal entity as the network develops, because it provides for its 
functionality in the legal system of the state. As a legal entity the network will gain fiscal 
functionality, which is often a reason for disputes. Therefore, the aspect of financial 
management, also based on principles of transparency and accountability, needs to be clearly 
defined, although it might be done at later stage accompanying the legal registration of the 
network. Individual expectations of member organizations in regards to the fiscal functioning of 
the network also need to be clearly communicated and accommodated to the extent possible.

Finally, to be sustainable, networks require a strong and broadly supported leadership, set up by 
a democratic process and able to foster consensus. The leaders have to have proven to the 
members of the network that they are competent and with the necessary capacities, but also that 
they do have the overall goal of the network at heart and will not compete for benefits and 
personal career goals. Existing examples of networking in the region prove that this kind of 
leadership capacity is a central element to create viable networks with real influence, and must 
be present form the very early stages of the development of the network. Rational, realistic and 
consensus oriented leadership will ensure that the above mentioned elements and principles are 
in place and that the functionality of the network is ensured in the long run.

All mentioned elements and principles should help and contribute to the effective functionality 
of the networking process. However, member organizations have to be aware that what looks 
good on paper still will not work on its own in real life. The whole process requires energy, time,
flexibility and willingness to understand and learn. Member organizations will also give up parts 
of the organizational ‘sovereignty’ for the sake of higher values and goals of the network. In 
practice, networking process is much more giving than taking on both personal and 
organizational level. Decision making process within the network is also slow and demands a 
high level of tolerance even in cases when urgent actions are necessary, but adds to the 
application of the democratic principles and contributes to the achievement of the overall goal of 
the network.

Concluding, RAE civil society organizations in Kosovo should be aware that there is no unique 
recipe to build successful and long lasting network. The whole process depends on a range of
elements and interests, on the country context and decisions made by the initiators, on the
balanced organizational and network capacities, organizational culture, knowledge and 
communication, trust etc. As all organized structures, a network cannot avoid its natural end but 
with a long term approach, it can put mechanisms in place to ensure sustainability. There are a 
lot of positive effects of networking accelerating the organizational and human dimension 
development, but of course networks also face many challenges and sometimes break, as we 
have seen in the case of KRAEF. RAE civil society organizations have to find their way how to 
benefit from the networking process and one should not forget that sometimes failures provide 
the best lessons. Therefore the risks cannot outweigh the opportunities of being part of a 
network.




