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Croatia has seen several of its macroeconom-
ic indicators improve since its accession to the
EU. For instance, its unemployment rate went
down from 17.3% in 2013 t0 6.6% in 2019 - a
drop that can be accounted for by the rise in
emigration of workers to other EU States. For
other indicators, like the risk-of-poverty rate of
23.3%,2 the country has made progress but
performs worse than the EU average. How-
ever, all these figures hide persisting social
and geographical disparities, as reported by
SOLIDAR’s Croatian National Strategy Group
(NSG) led by the Centre for Peace Studies
(CMS). Moreover, a fragmented trade union
movement is struggling to address increasing
labour precariousness and violations of the

labour code, which are driving a further dete-
rioration in working conditions. In the face of
these growing inequalities, the recent taxation
reforms continue to disproportionately impact
vulnerable groups and will likely weaken the
social protection system. The NSG is espe-
cially worried about the existential insecurity
caused by inadequate standards of living, due
to factors such as the precarity of labour; in-
adequate, expensive housing; and low quality
and access to health and social services. An-
other pressing issue it points out is the poor
implementation of policies, in light of which the
NSG is sceptical about the Croatian govern-
ment’s capacity to tackle the socio-economic
impacts of the Covid-19 outbreak.
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EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND
ACCESS TO THE LABOUR MARKET

Prior to the Covid-19 outbreak, Croatia was
expected to experience reduced econom-
ic growth in 2019 in comparison to previous
years, counterbalanced only by improvements
in labour market rates.® The employment rate
grew from 2013 to the end of 2019, when it
reached 66.7%. The unemployment rate was
6.6%'"in 2019, having decreased continuous-
ly since 2014. Youth unemployment followed a
similar trend, decreasing since 2013 from 50%
to 16.6% at the end of 2019." Nevertheless,
these positive developments did not take into
account the shrinking population of Croatia

due to higher emigration flows and a declining
birthrate, which have an impact on the labour
market and social protection system.™

As part of an amendment plan initiated in
2016, taxation reforms introduced in 2020 led
only to minor changes, (CMS)'4, 5. By back-
tracking on several promises — to reduce the
25% VAT rate, extend the 13% reduced-VAT
rate and increase the basic monthly deduction
for income tax to HRK 4,000, Croatia will con-
tinue to depend on the taxation of consump-
tion's. Amongst other amendments, the NSG
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highlights the introduction of a tax break for
young people with an annual tax base of HRK
360,000 or below'. People aged 25 or less
years are exempt from paying income tax, and
those aged 26 to 30 will only pay up to half the
tax they would normally pay. Even if these addi-
tional tax exemptions contribute to a reduction
of taxation on labour, they will lead to no sig-
nificant changes given the low number of em-
ployed persons paying personal income tax,
unchanged net wages'® and the low share of
direct taxes in total government revenue’'. Be-
cause of these reforms, the overall reduction in
tax revenue of HRK 2.4 billion?® weakens social
protection and hinders efforts to combat rising
inequality. This is especially concerning, as a
recent publication from the Croatian National
Bank reveals that Croatia®' has a Gini coeffi-
cient of 0.4422, with 85% of households earning
less than the average net wage of HRK 5,985%,
a sign of extremely high income inequality.

Integration efforts to guarantee equal opportu-
nities for vulnerable groups have fallen short of
their objectives, as indicated by the NSG. The
extension of the Active Employment Measures
to asylum seekers, those under international
protection and their family members was meant
to cover language needs, develop employment
profiles and provide work experience. Yet, the
quality of the courses has been low, and asy-
lum seekers were not referred to Croatian lan-
guage courses by the Croatian Employment
Service. The NSG believes these are two fac-
tors driving the exclusion of this social group

from the labour market and Croatian society.
Only two applicants for international protection
were taking part in the individualised employ-
ment-counselling programme in 2019.2* In ad-
dition, the active employment measures have
yet to address antigypsyism, a special form of
racist prejudice against Roma communities
that contributes to them often being discarded
as potential employees. According to a survey
conducted by CMS, in Croatia “18.7% of Roma
are in some form of employment (7.3% work
full time; 9.2% are in occasional or temporary
work; while 2.1% are self-employed)”.?

Given its added impact on the erosion of rights
and working conditions, labour precariousness
is amongst the current most pressing social is-
sues, according to the National Strategy Group.
Croatia’s low unemployment rates hide the fact
that a significant proportion of people of work-
ing age are experiencing involuntary temporary
work and are performing undeclared or unpaid
work. Almost one in five workers in Croatia are
working under temporary contracts, of whom
86% are doing this involuntarily.?s Given that only
7% of part-time workers transitioned to fulltime
work and 10% from fixed-term to permanent po-
sitions,?” mobility towards less precarious work-
ing contracts seems to be limited. Furthermore,
undeclared work, fuelled by low-quality job
offers and a lack of regulatory and inspection
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capacity, is having an impact on social secu-
rity coverage and adherence to labour code
standards.?® Whilst only 4% of the population
have admitted carrying out undeclared work,
42% say they know of someone engaging in
undeclared work.?® The annual Ombudsman
Report for 2019 indicates a rise in complaints
over labour irregularities such as non-payment
of salaries, inadequate registration of working
hours, abuse of overtime work and abnormal-
ities in the termination of contracts. Amongst
other data, 83 cease-of-activity decisions for
employers breaking the labour code were re-
ported in 2019, as well as 7,729 instances of
workers not being paid the minimum wage.*
Whilst undeclared work disproportionally af-
fects manual workers, low-skilled people and
the unemployed and retired,® the NSG reports
that precariousness also impacts refugees and
migrants. This is due to the above-mentioned
barriers to formal employment, leading this so-
cial group to experience greater pressure to ac-
cept worse working conditions.

When assessing labour practices, the NSG
saw in the fragmented union environment an
explanation for the loss of collective bargaining
power to address these infringements. Only
26% of workers are estimated to be members
of one of the 328 nationally registered unions
or the 298 operating in a single county. Unions
have experienced continuous losses in mem-
bership over the last five years.®? As the cur-
rent legislation stipulates that only one union
representing employees in an organisation is
allowed to sign collective agreements, many

unions compete with each other for that po-
sition.®® The NSG further indicates additional
complications for the unionisation of precari-
ous workers and those under new forms of em-
ployment with short-term contracts and inse-
cure employment conditions. As a result, only
53% of dependently employed workers in Cro-
atia are covered by collective agreements.3

Nevertheless, some recent examples of union
action have captivated the attention of the
NSG. Reacting to the planned increase in the
statutory retirement age, from 65 for men and
62 for women to 67,% the Croatian trade union
movement initiative 67 Is Too Much obtained
sufficient signatures to trigger a referendum.
The result led to the cancellation of the in-
crease.®® The 2019 Minimum Wage Act intro-
duced a monitoring and analysis commission
in which trade unions could participate. Follow-
ing negotiations, the unions reached an agree-
ment with the government to raise the minimum
monthly salary by 8.33% to HRK 4,062.51 (ap-
prox. EUR 550) starting from 2020, despite
falling short of the initial demands.*’, % During
autumn 2019, Croatia had a strike in primary
and secondary education, with a participation
rate of more than 85%. It lasted 36 days, the
longest strike action since independence in
1991. Nevertheless, despite a demand to raise
education staff salaries by 6.11%, agreement
was reached on a raise of 3% exclusively for
teachers, with an extension of the Christmas
bonus and holiday allowance to HRK 1,500.00
(approx. EUR 200). Non-teaching staff were
not covered by the agreement.*
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Croatia’s 3% rate of early leavers from edu-
cation and training is one of the lowest in the
EU, but it does not reflect the extent of com-
pulsory attendance, the quality of the educa-
tion system or the impact on employability,
as reported by the National Strategy Group
(NSG). Unlike in most of the EU, education at-
tendance is only compulsory in Croatia from
the ages of seven to 15, a period of just eight
years.*! According to the latest PISA report,
Croatia’s underperformance in basic skills de-
velopment is higher than the EU and OECD
averages,*? and meeting the demand for dig-
ital skills from the labour market continues to
be a challenge. Only 53% of the population are
reported to have a basic set of digital skills.*
Furthermore, Croatia’s tertiary educational at-
tainment, currently at 33.1%, has yet to reach
the EU average.** All of the above are a result
of lower-than-EU-average annual instruction
time of 473 hours for primary education and
637 for secondary education;* a shortage of
teachers, which disproportionately impacts
education and informatics teaching in remote
areas; and the lower-than-average wages for
higher education staff.*®¢ The negative impacts
on the quality of education include a lack of
skills at all educational attainment levels and
a lower rate of employability than the EU av-
erage.*” Furthermore, the NSG reports a lack
of statistical follow-up on vulnerable children
after they have passed age 15, which hides
the reality of the educational attainment of
the most vulnerable, such as the Roma youth
community.*®

GOOD PRACTICE

The Ministry for Science and Education
has increased its financial support ded-
icated to the inclusion of the Roma na-
tional minority in the education system in
order to reduce the existing educational
gap and rate of early school leaving. In
addition to offering free access to early
childhood education, the Ministry has in-
creased the number of available scholar-
ships and one-time awards for the com-
pletion of secondary education.

Ombudsman of the Republic of Cro-
atia (2020): Annual Ombudsman Re-

port for 2019. https://www.ombudsman.

hr/w nten | 202 lzv-
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Against this backdrop, the NSG has reported
the introduction of a curriculum reform in 2018,
which follows a path of digitalisation, skills de-
velopment, and a student-centred approach,
as seen in the School for life programme.*
Both the digitalisation of instruction materials
and the introduction of informatics as a com-
pulsory subject will serve as an incentive to
the development of digital competencies and
raise students’ prospects of future employ-
ment. Even though the NSG considers it too
early to determine the result of this reform, it is
particularly concerned with the introduction of a
crosscutting “entrepreneurship” course.*® While
this provides primary and secondary school
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students with entrepreneurship-related knowl-
edge and skills, its lack of reference to workers’
rights, unionisation and collective bargaining
means it will not prepare students to be critical
or equip them to improve their working and liv-
ing conditions, according to the NSG.

Reforming vocational education and training
programmes has been a challenge in Croatia.
Current enrolment stands at 68.5%, below the
EU average, and employability of graduates
has been increasing from 59.4% in 2017 to the
current 68.8%.%' The new reform, managed by
25 vocational and educational training (VET)
regional centres of competence, introduces a
more flexible approach to local specificities by
providing 30% room for manoeuvre in the cur-
riculum to adapt the content to the local con-
text and build cross-sectoral partnerships.5?
Despite these improvements, structural defi-
ciencies in their design and implementation
are limiting the efficacy of such programmes.
Students continue to have limited exposure to
work experience, with only 23% reporting that
they spend half or more of their secondary edu-
cation in the workplace for training purposes.%?
Furthermore, the Croatian government has re-
duced the number of available vocational ed-
ucation and training programmes in favour of
more grammar schools, as seen in the Guide-
lines for building a network of educational facil-
ities and programmes.®* According to the NSG,
this shift will likely negatively affect low-income
and vulnerable students, who depend on the
opportunity to earn a salary whilst enrolled in
one of the programmes.

The NSG has reported no recent substantial
changes in gender equality in the last year in
the absence of comprehensive gender equali-
ty frameworks. Since 2005, Croatia has ranked
22nd on the Gender Equality Index, despite
improvements in the money and health do-
mains.%® Whilst the gender employment gap of
10.5% has been improving in the last decade,®
a decrease in women'’s patrticipation in political
and economic life has been noted. Only 26% of
ministers, 20% of members of parliament, 18%
of board members and 0% of the central bank
board are women.*” Despite being below the
EU average, the gender pay gap in Croatia has
been rising since 2010 and currently stands
at 10.5%.%® Most worryingly, a rise in femicide
and gender-based violent criminal offences
has been noted in spite of Croatia’s ratification
of the Istanbul Convention and adoption of pre-
vention and combatting measures.*®

In the absence of new policy measures, the
NSG highlights reforms in pensions and work-
life balance to address gender inequalities in
these fields. In a recent push to address the
gender pension gap of 21.6%, the NSG high-
lights some positive developments in the pen-
sion system. Following the inclusion of child-
care activities as a pensionable service, 2019
was the first year in which the average pension
of women was higher than that of men.®® The
NSG sees the amendment of the Maternity
and Parental Assistance Act as a proactive
step to ensure work-life balance. Measures are
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being introduced to strengthen childcare infra-
structure, increase financial support for mater-
nity and parental leave and allow more-flexible
working arrangements.

Following the outbreak of Covid-19, the NSG
has ranked the socio-economic implications of
the pandemic as the most pressing issue that
Croatia is currently facing. In the context of a
9.1% decline in GDP in 2020, unemployment
is expected to increase to 10.2%, with youth
unemployment reaching 24%.%" Due to the
already precarious employment situation of
migrants and refugees, the NSG emphasises
how they have been the first to lose their jobs,
especially in the service sector. The lockdown
measures have also had a significant impact
on working mothers. The need to educate chil-
dren online at home means they have dispro-
portionally had to balance their professional
lives with childcare, further undermining their
working conditions.

To respond to the socio-economic impact of
the pandemic, the Croatian government rolled
out a series of measures to protect employ-
ment and the payment of salaries.® In addition
to the temporary suspension of income and
corporate tax collection, a short-term work
scheme was set up to provide monthly wage
subsidies of a minimum of HRK 4,000 per per-
manent employee. These were intended to aid
companies, especially in the hospitality, trans-
portation, logistics and manufacturing sectors,
that disrupted activity left unable to pay their

employees’ salaries. Furthermore, the Croatian
government extended the Permanent Season-
al Worker programme to alleviate disruption in
the tourism and construction sectors, which
were facing an unprecedented drop in employ-
ment. Both measures exempted employers
from paying social contributions.

Nevertheless, the implementation of the
above-mentioned measures is being subject-
ed to criticism from the Union of Autonomous
Trade Unions of Croatia (SSSH), the Indepen-
dent Croatian Unions and the Association of
Croatian Trade Unions, as expressed in a joint
statement released on 8 April.2® The amount
allocated to employees was based on calcula-
tions of the expected drop in economic activi-
ty rather than adjusted to real needs. Also, the
payments were handed to employers with no
additional mechanism to check for previous la-
bour code infringements or sanction employers
for malpractices. Further concerns were raised
over the lack of transparency with regards to
the publicly available list of beneficiaries pro-
vided by the authorities, which could not be
downloaded or found easily through a search.

As a result of this management, the NSG re-
ports that employees’ income gains have been
less than initially promised. One in four employ-
ers has further cut wages in addition to having
their social security contributions reduced, so
their employees will be entitled to smaller un-
employment benefits in the event of further cut-
backs. However, the NSG is awaiting additional
statistics and analyses before it can carry out
a full evaluation of the secondary effects of the
employment and wage-relief measures.
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According to the National Strategy Group, high
living costs are decreasing the quality of life
and living conditions in Croatia. The 2019 ris-
es in food prices by 1.9%,% house prices by
10.4%5° and rents by 5.3%°¢ add to the already
existing pressure from a high standard VAT
rate of 25%.5” As these developments have not
been matched by adequate rises in standard
wages, a surge in household indebtedness is
taking place in Croatia. Close to 50% of house-
holds have expenditure that is higher than their
income,®® and one in 10 citizens is unable to
eat a quality meal every other day.®® Due to the
outbreak of Covid-19, the NSG expects living
conditions to worsen for most of the population
in Croatia. The NSG gave the example of elder-
ly Serbs living in rural areas, who were prevent-
ed by the lockdown from both cultivating their
land and receiving support from their families
residing in urban areas.

Improvements in living conditions have result-
ed primarily from improvements in access to
the labour market rather than the success of
social protection measures. Social protection
expenditure has indeed been decreasing since
2015 and is now 14.7% of Croatia’s GDP, be-
low the EU average of 19.2%.7° Furthermore,

the minimum income benefit coverage remains
below the EU average.” This is a concern, as
the impact of social transfers in reducing pov-
erty decreased from 35.5% in 2015 to 25% in
2019.72 As a result, low-income households
and vulnerable groups have been left out of
living condition improvements, and access to
essential social services has decreased in re-
mote areas, as reported by the NSG.

Poverty rates have been decreasing since Cro-
atia’s accession to the EU in 2013. The risk of
poverty and social exclusion currently stands
at 23.3%,”® and severe material deprivation fell
from 14.3% in 2010 to 7.2% in 2019.7* Never-
theless, these rates are still above the EU av-
erage and disproportionately affect the elderly,
who have an AROPE (at risk of poverty or so-
cial exclusion) rate of 28.1%;® elderly women,
with a rate of 31.3%;"® single parent-house-
holds (52.7%77); the low-education-attainment
population (47.1%78); and people in rural areas
(30.09%7°). The main framework set in place to
tackle poverty reported by the National Strat-
egy Group (NSG) has been the Strategy for
Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion 2014
— 2020. This covers eight strategic areas re-
lated to access to essential social protection
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services, such as education, employment,
housing and care, and related to the achieve-
ment of financial independence and balanced
regional development. Nevertheless, based on
the ombudsman’s conclusions, the NSG has
raised several implementation issues, start-
ing from a lack of clearly defined measures
and indicators and including the absence of
stakeholder coordination and regular reporting
on the strategy’s implementation®. Further-
more, the Human Rights House Zagreb has
denounced plan’s failure to follow UN recom-
mendations on poverty eradication and to align
norms.

Croatia’s housing model continues to promote
home ownership. or The National Strategy
Group (NSG) believes this paints a positive
picture, as 80.5% of households live in own-
er-occupied accommodation with little or no
outstanding mortgage?®'. Yet, this broad hous-
ing policy approach is not based on compre-
hensive data that could identify real needs and
help people fulfil their right to adequate hous-
ing, as indicated by Human Rights House Za-
greb.®2 Some 40% of households live in over-
crowded conditions, considerably above the
EU average of 15.7%,% and almost half of the
population that are tenants with market-price
rents spend more than 40% of their income on
housing.®* Moreover, many young people are
unable to keep up with rising housing costs,
and 92.2% of men and 83.9% of women be-
tween the ages of 16 and 29 live with their

parents.t® The NSG also reports that the avail-
ability of adequate and affordable housing is
further constrained by the rise of short-term
rental accommodation promoted by platforms
such as Airbnb, especially in Zagreb and the
key coastal cities. Following the recent earth-
quake of 22 March, many housing units have
been declared temporarily uninhabitable, fur-
ther contributing to the rise in housing costs.

The rental market does not seem to offer an
alternative. Rental prices, especially in Zagreb,
have risen by 129% in the last two years,® and
only 8% of the population are tenants of the
public renting scheme.®” The NSG is concerned
over the lack of sufficient rights for tenants,
which leaves them vulnerable to malpractices
and with limited access to long-term renting op-
tions. Insufficient legislation, especially on the
termination of tenancy agreements, means that
the impact on tenants of this lack of rights is no-
ticeable. Their precarious living situation makes
it harder for them to register their residence and
thus access essential social services.

Furthermore, the NSG draws attention to the
vulnerability of refugees with regards to access
to housing. As indicated in the integration pro-
grammes and stipulated in the Law on Social
Welfare, the state guarantees refugees two
years of accommodation up to a cost of HRK
2500 per month, though if the beneficiary is
employed, they need to contribute financially.
However, the NSG reports, there has been no
temporary extension after the Covid-19 out-
break for those approaching the end of the
two-year programme, increasing their risk of
homelessness. A similar situation has been
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noted for working migrants who find them-
selves unemployed and are unable to meet
Zagreb’s housing costs. As there is no dedicat-
ed homelessness strategy, many people are
excluded from accessing social housing and
other social protection services except for un-
derfunded temporary shelters.%®

The NSG awaits the government’s proposed
housing strategy to tackle all the above-men-
tioned issues related to access to adequate
and affordable housing. A working group has
been established to draft the strategy, but there
has been no official information on the drafting
process.

Prior to the Covid-19 outbreak and after its
accession to the EU, Croatia was on a path
to improvements in health. Life expectancy at
birth increased from 77.8 years in 2013 to 78.2
in 2018,% and 61%* of the population consid-
er themselves to be in good health. Further-
more, self-reported unmet health needs are
at an all-time low of 1.4%.°" Nevertheless, the
above-mentioned indicators are still below the
EU average, and the National Strategy Group
(NSG) indicates that income and education at-
tainment inequalities continue to play a big role
in health performance. Life expectancy is 5.2
years less for those without tertiary education,
and only 44% of those in the lowest income

quintile believe themselves to be in good
health.®? Furthermore, mortality from treatable
causes, mostly heart disease, alcohol abuse
and accidents, is on the rise.®

These levels of health reflect the effectiveness
of the public healthcare system and are a di-
rect consequence of the accessibility issues for
low-income and vulnerable groups. They are
exacerbated by the fact that, at 6.6%, Croatia’s
health expenditure as a percentage of GDP is
one of the lowest in the EU.** Whilst the public
healthcare insurance scheme provides univer-
sal coverage, the NSG reports an insufficient
number of doctors and nurses to attend to the
population’s needs. Since Croatia’s accession
to the EU in 2013, 861 doctors have left for oth-
er Member States. As of 2019, only 6.6 nurses
and 3.4 doctors were available for every 1,000
inhabitants,* lower than the EU average. The
decrease in the capacity and quality of health
service provision is evidenced by an increase
of 10% from 2018 to 2019 in waiting lists for
first examinations.® This often leaves patients
to seek treatment through private insurance,
as 60% of the population have additional in-
surance to cover co-payment costs.®” Not
only does this leave low-income households
increasingly unattended to, but migrants and
other socially-excluded groups are dispropor-
tionately affected and cannot enjoy their right to
full healthcare. According to the NSG, migrants
are often denied service or receive addition-
al payment requests. One reason can be that
they don’t have a work contract that adequately

88 Baptlsta Isabel and Marller Er|c (2019) Flghtrng homelessness and housrng exclusion in Europe: A study of national policies.

89 Eurostat (2020) Life expectancy by age and sex http:
90 ECD/European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies (2019) Croatla Country Health Profile 2019 State of Health in the

mrtVr WT I Action.

07401 2§Z77§3F2§2F2AF1 £24§241 942D

91 European Commission (2020) Social Scoreboard https:/composite-indicators.jrc.ec.europa.eu/social-scoreboard/explorer
92 ECD/European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies (2019) Croatia: Country Health Profile 2019 State of Health in the

07401 20773F20F2AF1 C4C41 942D
93 Ibid.

94 Eurostat (2020) General government expenditure by function (COFOQG) https: .eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui

TableAction.do

mitView-

95 ECD/European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies (2019) Croatia: Country Health Profile 2019, State of Health

in the EU https:
D4ADFO740120773F20F2AF1C4C41 942D

96 Ombudsman of the Republic of Croatia (2020): Annual Ombudsman Report for 2019 https://www.ombudsman.hr/wp-content/

| 202 lzvie% %A1%C4%87e-pu%Ca%

Dke-pravobranitelji

-za-2019.pdf

97 European Commission (2020) Country Report Croatia 2020 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX-

:5202 10&from=EN


https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/2dd1bd61-d834-11e9-9c4e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/b63e8c9f-en.pdf?expires=1600678352&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=D4ADF074012C773F2CF2AF1C4C41942D
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/b63e8c9f-en.pdf?expires=1600678352&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=D4ADF074012C773F2CF2AF1C4C41942D
https://composite-indicators.jrc.ec.europa.eu/social-scoreboard/explorer
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/b63e8c9f-en.pdf?expires=1600678352&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=D4ADF074012C773F2CF2AF1C4C41942D
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/b63e8c9f-en.pdf?expires=1600678352&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=D4ADF074012C773F2CF2AF1C4C41942D
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/b63e8c9f-en.pdf?expires=1600678352&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=D4ADF074012C773F2CF2AF1C4C41942D
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/b63e8c9f-en.pdf?expires=1600678352&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=D4ADF074012C773F2CF2AF1C4C41942D
https://www.ombudsman.hr/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Izvje%C5%A1%C4%87e-pu%C4%8Dke-pravobraniteljice-za-2019.pdf
https://www.ombudsman.hr/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Izvje%C5%A1%C4%87e-pu%C4%8Dke-pravobraniteljice-za-2019.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020SC0510&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020SC0510&from=EN

covers social security contributions. Another
can be incompatibility between the healthcare
system of a third country and that of Croatia.
The Roma community, too, has issues with re-
gard to healthcare, as 54.6% of Roma house-
holds are unable to pay their medical costs, and
7.2% lack a valid healthcare insurance card.®®

The shortage of facilities and health staff is
deepening the country’s geographical dispar-
ities. Central Croatia has greater resources
than the Adriatic Coast islands and rural areas
in Central and Eastern Croatia.*® According to
self-reporting, 0.7% of medical needs are un-
met due to geographical distance from facili-
ties, compared with an EU average of 0.1%.1%°
Three counties lack primary care doctors,"
and doctors are forced to work overtime or cov-
er larger geographical areas, the NSG reports.

The implementation of the 2019 Health Pro-
tection Act is still a challenge, as the promised
improvements in primary health protection and
emergency services are not visible. The om-
budswoman continues to report a high num-
ber of complaints over the performance of the
healthcare system, long waiting periods for a
doctor’s appointment, a lack of quality or un-
availability of medical services and inadequate
palliative care.'® A lack of coordination and fur-
ther privatisation of up to 75% of primary care
practices in the regions'® are hindering efforts
to reach the newly-set healthcare goals.

The National Strategy Group reports a lack of
initiative with regards to implementing the tran-
sition to a green economy despite some im-
provements in policy development. Croatia is
lagging behind EU standards, especially on the
circular economy, eco-innovation and pollution
reduction, and it is failing to create synergies
between the public sector, scientific communi-
ty, business sector and civil movements.' In
addition, funding dedicated to the transition to
a green economy and green development con-
tinues to be reliant on EU sources.

Additional concerns are expressed by the NSG
regarding waste treatment, with unsustain-
able, illegal and dangerous landfills posing a
threat to health. Croatia continues to surpass
the EU’s 75% legal limit for municipal waste as
landfill.'® To address these issues, the Waste
Regulation was amended. Yet the amend-
ments have increased the economic burden
of low-income single-member households,
because they have increased waste collection
payments irrespective of household size.%®

The latest policy development is the draft
Low-carbon Development Strategy.'®” Whilst
it demonstrates some commitment towards
achieving the transition goals, Green Action,
Friends of the Earth Croatia and the NSG
point out inconsistencies with the Energy
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Development Strategy, as major fossil-fuel
projects continue to receive funding. Further-
more, the data used to predict the creation of
40,000 workplaces and an increase in afford-
able green energy to tackle energy poverty re-
sulting from investment in low-carbon energies

Echoing the recent CIVICUS update on the
civic-space rating for Croatia,'® the National
Strategy Group reports a worrying negative
trend for the realisation of freedom of associa-
tion in Croatia. Shrinking civic space has mani-
fested itself through a continuous undermining
of institutional support for civil society develop-
ment. The NSG indicates that this has taken
place through the marginalisation and weak-
ening of the Council for Civil Society Develop-
ment, a key advisory body bringing together
civil society and national administration repre-
sentatives. State representatives’ lack of par-
ticipation in the Council has weakened it, and
new procedural rules introduced in May 2020
have decreased its transparency and tilted the
voting power in favour of state representatives,
who now outnumber their civil society counter-
parts. The impact of such reforms can be seen
in the Croatian delegation’s recent round of
nominations for the European Economic and
Social Committee, who were chosen without
any scrutiny and despite the opposition of CSO
representatives.''® Furthermore, the NSG has
denounced the lack of a new national strate-
gy for creating an enabling environment for
civil society development, which is a precon-
dition for CSOs to access the European Social
Fund.""
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remains unclear for the NSG. Not only is the
role of civil society in the drafting of these poli-
cies unclear, but detailed, just transition plans,
especially for greenhouse-gas-intense regions
such as Sisak-Moslavina and Istria, are yet to
be drafted.'®

Whilstthe NSG believes that freedom of peace-
ful assembly is being sufficiently respected,
the access to information and guidelines for
obtaining permission are seen as constraining
the exercise of such freedom, as is the com-
mercialisation of public spaces.!'2 Few protests
have taken place recently, due to restrictions on
mass gatherings as a public health precaution
during the pandemic. Some examples are pro-
test marches calling for Covid-19 assistance
for employment protection, the occupation of
a square in Zagreb in support of increased LB-
GTIl+ rights, and the anti-racism Black Lives
Matter protests. Another, more concerning,
example was the 5th Walk for Life, a protest
against abortion organized by very conserva-
tive groups.'® On this particular matter, CMS
points out that counter-protesters showed up
to Walk of Life in Rijeka to put on an artistic per-
formance and were taken into custody without
any legal grounds. The NSG is worried that
precedents might be set, following the unjusti-
fied ban of a counter-protest, led by the Roma
Association of the Republic of Croatia “KALI
SARA”, against an openly anti-Roma protest
that received backing from local government
representatives in Cakovec. The counter-pro-
test was banned in spite of a request having
been made that followed the procedures laid
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out in the Law on Public Assembly. The ban
leads the NSG to believe that restriction on the
freedom of peaceful assembly in this case was
motivated by discrimination based on ethnicity.

In an attempt to curb the spread of misinforma-
tion and fake news, a trend escalating in the
wake of the global pandemic, efforts such as
the Faktograf.hr media portal blog have been
set up to provide fact-checking services.'* Yet
the journalists involved have been subject to
online harassment, often with underlying mi-
sogynistic tones.!"® This is an example of the
increased intimidation that journalists have
been experiencing recently. Citing information
from the Croatian Journalists’ Association,''®
the NSG reports a rise in lawsuits against jour-
nalists in 2019 brought by public figures, politi-
cians, judges and corporations. These amount
to a total of 1,160 ongoing cases. Other forms
of intimidation include death threats, assaults
and the hindering of reporting activities,” but
there have been no public condemnations,
investigations or punishments.'® Despite the
erasure of “serious shaming” from the Criminal
Code, an action considered a positive devel-
opment, the NSG is wary of other legislative
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developments related to freedom of speech.
Even though an act to prevent misconduct on
social networks, proposed in 2019, was intend-
ed to tackle online hate speech, the NSG be-
lieves its unclear measures could be misused
to curtail freedom of speech.

As for participation of civil society organisa-
tions in social dialogue, the NSG considers
that the decrease in support for them is im-
pacting their ability to contribute to policy- and
decision-making as foreseen in the Code of
Practice on Consultation with the Interested
Public in Procedures of Adopting Laws, Other
Regulations and Acts. The fact that only 271
CSOs participated in 2031 e-consultation pro-
cesses throughout 2019, of which 22% never
received a response, constitutes a decrease in
participation and quality compared to 2018.""°
The NSG calls for increased commitment from
public institutions towards existing consultation
and participation procedures, for more trans-
parency in the Council for Civil Society Devel-
opment, for adequate financing schemes with
decreasing administrative burden on NGOs
and for a more responsive public administra-
tion towards demands from CSOs.
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The European Commission’s 2020 Country
Specific Recommendations for Croatia ac-
knowledge the severe impact on the country
of both the Covid-19 pandemic and the re-
cent earthquake.'® Through a call for targeted
measures, the European Commission expects
Croatia to tackle its socio-economic and geo-
graphical disparities, especially given the fact
that coastal regions and Adriatic islands will be
affected the most by the current crisis and the
constraints on the tourism industry. Against this
backdrop, healthcare, reskilling and active em-
ployment take centre stage in the country-spe-
cific recommendations, which would tackle
the concerns raised by the National Strategy
Group. The Commission recommends Croatia
establish a fairer geographical balance in the
distribution of healthcare infrastructure and
personnel in order to improve access to and
the quality of medical services. Ways to do
this include increasing cooperation between
administrative levels and support for eHealth
tools and other channels for medical resourc-
es. The recommendations also include improv-
ing active employment measures to cater to
all people and not leave at-risk groups behind
in the digital transition. The preferred actions
are reskilling and enhanced-outreach strate-
gies. Furthermore, the European Commission
recommends increasing minimum-income
schemes, including unemployment support, as
an additional boost for social protection. These
are needed to tackle persistently high rates

of poverty and social exclusion, as well as re-
gional disparities and age-, gender- and dis-
ability-based inequalities. In order to introduce
these reforms, the Commission urges Croatia
to enhance its implementation tools and strat-
egies in close cooperation with social partners
and other key stakeholders.

Nevertheless, the country-specific recom-
mendations fail to include issues raised by the
NSG. No consideration is given to the need
to improve working and living conditions oth-
er than improving workers’ employability. The
suggestion, included in the overview of the
recommendations, to seek alternative work-
ing arrangements does not seem to consider
the impact of labour precariousness and the
rise in unreported work and labour-code viola-
tions. Housing costs and access to key social
services other than healthcare are also left out
of the picture. Despite recommending to con-
tinue with all measures needed to tackle the
socio-economic aftermath of Covid-19 and the
earthquake, the Commission does not specif-
ically consider the NSG remarks on the failure
to manage the recovery and employment pro-
tection measures. With regards to a just tran-
sition, no concrete recommendation is given
on how to deal with the accompanying social
challenges. Other themes that are not ad-
dressed include the vulnerability experienced
by migrants and asylum seekers and how to
improve the inclusion of Roma minorities.
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SOLIDAR’s Social Rights Monitor 2020 has been developed in the framework of
the Together for Social Europe programme co-funded by the EU Programme for
Employment and Social Innovation (EaSl). It provides an insight into the state of
social rights in 17 European countries. The Monitor assesses the state of social
Europe in terms of equality of opportunities, fair working conditions, social
protection, inclusion and civic space based on the observations of Civil Society

Organisations working on the ground in combination with statistical data and
scientific findings. It does so on the basis of observations of National Strategy
Groups set up in each of these countries by a SOLIDAR member or partner.

The 2020 Monitor also analyses to what extent these aspects are reflected in the
Country Specific Recommendations of the European Semester process towards a
socially sustainable recovery after the Covid-19 crisis.
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