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21st meeting, Brussels, 16 December 2025

JOINT DECLARATIONEN


The EU-Montenegro Civil Society Joint Consultative Committee (JCC) enables civil society organisations from both sides to monitor Montenegro’s progress towards joining the European Union and to make recommendations to the Montenegrin government and the EU institutions.
The JCC is made up of 12 members; six representing the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) and six representing Montenegrin organised civil society. During its current term, it is co-chaired by Danko Relić, member of the Association of People’s Health ‘Andrija Štampar’ from Croatia; and Gordana Đurović, president of the Montenegrin Pan-European Union.
At its 16 December 2025 meeting in Brussels, the JCC reviewed EU-Montenegro relations, the Commission’s 2025 Montenegro Report, Montenegro’s progress on the reform agenda under the growth plan for the Western Balkans, Montenegro’s roadmap for closing benchmarks in the Fundamentals Cluster, and the state of social dialogue and civil society in Montenegro.

1. State of play of EU-Montenegro relations and the accession process, including the implementation of the reform agenda within the growth plan for the Western Balkans

[bookmark: _Hlk214825233]The JCC welcomes the EU-Montenegro intergovernmental conferences held in June and December 2025, during which Montenegro provisionally closed further chapters of negotiations (Chapter 5 – Public Procurement and chapters 3 – Right to Establishment and Freedom to Provide Services, 4 – Free Movement of Capital, 6 – Company Law, 11 – Agriculture and Rural Development and 13 - Fisheries), bringing the total number of provisionally closed chapters to 12 (out of 33). The JCC welcomes Montenegro’s goal to close all remaining negotiation chapters by the end of 2026, reaffirms its full support for Montenegro’s EU membership, and will continue to play a constructive role in the final stages of the accession process. It reminds that the EU accession process is merit-based and that the pace of accession negotiations depends on each EU candidate country individually, rather than on a regional approach.

The JCC welcomes the findings of the 2025 Montenegro Report[footnoteRef:1], adopted by the European Commission on 4 November 2025, where it is stated that Montenegro has marked significant progress toward EU accession and has the ambition to close accession negotiations by the end of 2026, subject to maintaining the pace of reforms. It invites the Council to start preparing the Accession Treaty with Montenegro and financial provisions for the country’s accession to the EU as soon as possible. The JCC calls for a coordinated communication strategy for all EU institutions and bodies in their communications with EU Member States, including their organised civil societies and citizens, in order to prepare for a smooth ratification procedure. [1:  	European Commission: Montenegro Report 2025 – Enlargement and the Eastern Neighbourhood.] 


The JCC calls on the European Commission to ensure that the reform processes undertaken by all EU candidate countries, especially with regard to the rule of law, democratic institutions and fundamental freedoms, meet the highest standards of quality. It therefore urges all political actors in Montenegro to compromise and achieve broad consensus to deliver on the EU-related reforms that produce genuine, tangible and lasting benefits for citizens.

Members of the JCC reaffirm that the genuine inclusion of organised civil society in the EU accession process is essential for a successful EU membership. They welcome recent efforts by the Montenegrin government in this direction, such as the appointment of Ombudsman and representatives of civil society organisations in the Rule of Law Council, the Council for cooperation between government institutions and NGOs and the Monitoring Committee for the Reform Agenda. The JCC also commends the opening of public consultations on the revision of Montenegro’s accession programme. The JCC invites the Montenegrin Parliament to appoint – without delay and undue political influence and interference – members of the Council of the Agency for Audiovisual Media Services (AMU), respecting the recently adopted media laws providing for the creation of an independent media regulator.

The JCC notes that Montenegro has made progress on the issues of press freedom and media independence, with the Reporters Without Borders Media Freedom Index[footnoteRef:2]. The JCC also notes, however, that gaps remain in the legal framework in terms of free access to public information and the protection of the confidentiality of sources, and that there is insufficient protection for media independence in the face of political and economic pressure. The JCC regrets that journalists are regularly targeted by smear campaigns fuelled by politicians from both ruling and opposition parties. [2:  	Reporters Without Borders: Montenegro | RSF.] 


In view of recent violent incidents against foreigners following the attack on a young man in Podgorica, the JCC invites the Montenegrin authorities to fully implement strategic measures on anti-racism and xenophobia, and to effectively fight disinformation, discrimination, hate speech and hate crimes. It warns that such incidents, if repeated, risk destabilising Montenegro’s strategic direction and its EU path. Members of the JCC also stress the vital role of civil society in fostering dialogue, trust and reconciliation to enhance regional stability and good neighbourly relations. The JCC notes the importance of safeguarding Montenegro’s path from any external influences that could undermine its reform efforts.

[bookmark: _Hlk214896176][bookmark: _Hlk214824169]Members of the JCC are pleased that the Commission has already authorised the pre-financing of EUR 26.8 million as well as the first and second releases of EUR 10.2 million and EUR 8 million respectively linked to fulfilment of steps implementing Montenegro’s reform agenda, important part of the funds having been earmarked for infrastructure projects through the Western Balkans Investment Framework (WBIF). The JCC calls, however, for continues and genuine inclusion of social partners and specialised civil society organisations in the country’s monitoring committee in order to strengthen the implementation, coordination and oversight of the reform agenda[footnoteRef:3]. Civil society must be guaranteed a permanent and clearly defined role within the monitoring committee, and its involvement should be substantive and meaningful. [3:  	The Monitoring Committee held its first meeting on 21 November 2025, with five representatives of organised civil society (per policy areas, selected based on the public call).] 


The JCC welcomes the final declaration from the EESC’s 10th EU-Western Balkans Civil Society Forum Accelerating Socio-Economic Convergence with the EU for a Better Life[footnoteRef:4], held on 13 and 14 May 2025 in Bećići, Montenegro, and invites Montenegrin authorities to implement the recommendations that concern the growth plan for the Western Balkans, reform agendas, the Common Regional Market and the European Pillar of Social Rights. [4:  	10th Western Balkans Civil Society Forum Accelerating Socio-Economic Convergence with the EU for a Better Life | EESC.] 


The JCC welcomes the fact that the EESC’s enlargement candidate members initiative[footnoteRef:5], through which the EESC became the first EU body to include representatives of organised civil society from EU candidate countries in its work, will continue in the years to come, and encourages all EU institutions to follow this concrete example of gradual integration into the EU. [5:  	Enlargement candidate members initiative | EESC (europa.eu).] 


[bookmark: _Hlk214894474]Members of the JCC welcome the communications on the European Democracy Shield[footnoteRef:6] and the EU strategy for civil society[footnoteRef:7], and the inclusion of candidate countries in these initiatives. They support setting up a European network of fact-checkers and strengthening the EU’s early warning systems to enable stronger responses to emerging threats and signs of shrinking civic spaces, and invite the Montenegrin authorities to play an active role in them. [6:  	Communication on the European Democracy Shield | European Commission.]  [7:  	EU strategy for civil society.] 


The economic and social situation in Montenegro

The JCC is pleased that the economy growth in 2025 continued at 3-3.5%, with projections set to stay in this range in the coming years. It is also pleased that Montenegro’s per capita GDP in purchasing power standards climbed to 54% of the EU average in 2024[footnoteRef:8]. However, it expresses concern that this growth is mainly driven by consumption, with a weak performance in exports and mismatches between recent substantial real wage growth and productivity growth. It is also concerned by persistently high inflation rates (around 4% in 2025), which erode real disposable income for households[footnoteRef:9], and the signs of a gradual rise in the general government fiscal deficit and public debt-to-GDP ratio in the country. [8:  	Montenegro Report 2025 – Enlargement and the Eastern Neighbourhood.]  [9:  	The Vienna Institute for International Economic Studies: Montenegro.] 


The JCC welcomes the recent introduction of a fully electronic procedure for company registration, but notes that the business environment in Montenegro remains affected by the informal economy, driven by shortcomings in the institutional and regulatory environment, weaknesses in the labour market, insufficient enforcement capacity of public authorities, and corruption and tax non-compliance, and invites the Montenegrin government to address these issues in a structural manner. Members of the JCC agree that overall economic reliance on tourism needs to be reduced by diversifying the economy and creating an attractive and predictable business environment for micro, small and medium-sized enterprises and foreign direct investors alike[footnoteRef:10]. They point out that identifying market niches and fostering collaboration are crucial for Montenegro’s businesses, helping retain talent, drive innovation and strengthen competitiveness. [10:  	International Monetary Fund: Montenegro: Staff concluding statement of the 2025 Article IV mission.] 


Members of the JCC point out that the unemployment rate continued to fall to a historic low of below 10% in 2025, while persistent regional disparities, high long-term and youth unemployment (up to 31.3% in 2025) and the gender gap remain sources of concern and need to be addressed. The Montenegrin authorities must still tackle the long-term sustainability risks to social security systems following the implementation of the Europe Now 2 measures in October 2024, particularly the removal of health contributions from wages, the substantial reduction in pension contributions and the increase in minimum wage.

The JCC is concerned about delays in the regular payment of material benefits in the field of social protection, as well as other subsidies guaranteed for employment and social protection, which significantly affect the income stability and social security of socially vulnerable persons and persons with disabilities. The JCC calls on the Montenegrin authorities to ensure the consistent exercise of these rights, including the timely payment of all benefits guaranteed under Montenegrin regulations, and welcomes the initiation of the process to amend key laws in the field of social policy in order to ensure greater fairness and eliminate potential shortcomings and possible misuse.

The JCC underlines that Montenegro’s green and digital transitions must be sustainable and inclusive, and that achieving this requires a well-functioning free market alongside strong engagement from the business community, social partners and civil society organisations.
[bookmark: _Hlk190429710]
Implementation of obligations stemming from the Fundamentals Cluster

The JCC is concerned by the Commission’s assessment that Montenegro and its democratic institutions remain fragile and vulnerable to political crises and potential institutional blockages[footnoteRef:11]. The JCC therefore urges the Montenegrin authorities to continue addressing the benchmarks set for closing the Fundamentals Cluster and to establish a solid and convincing implementation track record across the board as a matter of priority. [11:  	Montenegro Report 2025 – Enlargement and the Eastern Neighbourhood, p.3.] 


The JCC takes note of the recently amended electoral legislation and invites the Montenegrin authorities to continue with the comprehensive reform of the legal framework on political parties and electoral campaign funding. In this respect, it is important to address all the remaining long-standing recommendations from the European Commission, the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights at the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE/ODHIR), the Venice Commission and the Council of Europe’s Group of States against Corruption (GRECO). It also considers important to address recommendations from relevant national and international civil society organisations that are experts in this field.

The JCC emphasises the importance of an independent, effective and accountable judiciary, and urges that the procedure for appointing judges be completed and the remaining high-level judicial positions, including in the Constitutional Court, be filled through a transparent and merit-based selection process as a matter of priority. The JCC invites the Montenegrin authorities to fully implement the plan for the rationalisation of the court network and the 2025-2028 judicial digitalisation strategy.

[bookmark: _Hlk191826315]The JCC calls on the Montenegrin authorities to implement the newly adopted action plan on public administration reform and public financial management, which should improve performance and accountability in public administration. It also calls for the Law on free access to information to be swiftly adopted.

The JCC reiterates that corruption remains an issue of concern, and that ongoing efforts in establishing effective anti-corruption policies and fighting organised crime and money laundering should be continued. The JCC points out that unlawfully gained assets need to be systematically confiscated and a credible and consistent practice of launching parallel financial investigations when dealing with organised crime and money laundering needs to be strengthened, and calls for appropriate enforcement in this respect. 

The JCC welcomes the adoption of the Law on uniform disability expertise in October 2025, which was carried out in close cooperation with relevant civil society organisations. It also welcomes the adoption of a set of harmonised laws in the field of the rights of persons with disabilities, including the amendments to the Law on Professional Rehabilitation and Employment of Persons with Disabilities, and expects that their implementation will ensure the transition from a medical model of disability to a human rights-based approach. The JCC invites the Parliament to adopt a new Law on anti-discrimination, in line with the EU acquis and European standards. The JCC underlines the importance of effectively protecting minority rights.

[bookmark: _Hlk190428739][bookmark: _Hlk190428669]Overview of the situation of organised civil society in Montenegro, including social dialogue
[bookmark: _Hlk190428865]
The JCC calls for the Montenegrin government to promote tripartite social dialogue at all levels, including collective bargaining in sectors that remain uncovered by collective agreements. The JCC invites the Montenegrin authorities to effectively consult the Social Council, the Chamber of Economy of Montenegro and all relevant stakeholders on all relevant new legislative acts and their amendments. Members of the JCC stress that the social partners’ common agreements reached in the Social Council should be duly taken into account, including when it comes to work arrangements, such as those stipulated in the Law on internal trade regarding work on Sunday and the Labour Law, regarding the returning of termination of employment by force of law at the age of 67.

The JCC once again invites the Montenegrin Government to amend all relevant legislation in order to clearly define the exception provision for representatives of the social partners and civil society organisations who are members of the working groups and other bodies, as well as management boards, from being treated as public officials and thus avoid any future misinterpretations.

The JCC invites the Montenegrin Government to adopt the new Law on NGOs, in full agreement with the needs expressed by organised civil society, and to hold regular meetings of the renewed Council for cooperation between government institutions and NGOs, which should effectively monitor the implementation of the 2022-2026 strategy for cooperation with NGOs and its 2024-2026 action plan. It also asks that the next strategy of its kind take full account of the recent EU strategy for civil society.

The JCC asks the European Commission and the Montenegrin authorities to provide sufficient financial and technical assistance for training and for strengthening social partner and civil society organisation capacities, in particular to enable them to carry out monitoring and coordination activities relating to the implementation of the reform agenda. It also welcomes the decision to allocate EUR 103 700 towards financing the projects and programmes of non-governmental organisations in the field of Euro-Atlantic and European integration for 2025 under the heading ‘Dialogue for Europe’. Members of the JCC find it regrettable that despite the obligation laid down in the Law on NGOs, not all ministries have launched calls for proposals to finance NGO projects.

The JCC invites the Montenegrin Government to accelerate work, in close cooperation with the Social Council, towards legislative alignment with EU labour law and the occupational health and safety acquis, as well as with the EU acquis in the area of non-discrimination and equality, including gender equality and child protection. It stresses the important role social partners and relevant civil society organisations should play in this preparatory work.

The JCC once again reminds the Montenegrin authorities that a legal, regulatory and institutional framework and overall functioning social dialogue and enabling environment for civil society organisations should be in place in Montenegro well before its accession to the EU, including well-established inclusive consultation processes. Members of the JCC stress that civil society organisations should learn about consultation opportunities well in advance, and should receive feedback about whether their comments have been taken on board.

Members of the JCC call on all political actors to refrain from any public criticism and allegations towards social partner and civil society organisation representatives that discredit their work and reputation. Instead, they should respect EU acquis and treaties[footnoteRef:12] and European values by standing up for democratic principles, supporting the right to freely express opinions and condemning those who seek to suppress the exercise of this right through pressure, harassment and online smear campaigns. [12:  	Such as Articles 151-155 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU).] 


*	*	*

This joint declaration was adopted by consensus. The JCC instructs its co-chairs to forward it to the EU-Montenegro Stabilisation and Association Council, the EU-Montenegro Stabilisation and Association Parliamentary Committee (SAPC), the European External Action Service (EEAS), the European Commission and the Montenegrin Government.

The next meeting will be held in Montenegro in the first half of 2026. The agenda for the next meeting will be set by the co-chairs of this body. Among other topics, it will feature an assessment of the enabling environment for civil society and social dialogue.
_____________
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