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In recent years, the Republic of North Mace-
donia has increased its efforts and achieved
progress in key areas identified by the Council
as necessary for the opening of accession ne-
gotiations, the European Commission reports.
Specifically, efforts have focused on the judi-
ciary, the fight against corruption and organ-
ised crime, reform of the intelligence services
and public administration.” The outbreak of the
Covid-19 pandemic greatly impacted North
Macedonia on several levels. Firstly, the pan-
demic pushed the government to declare a
state of emergency and therefore rule by de-
cree between March 2020 and June 2020. The
unprecedented situation also caused the post-
ponement of parliamentary elections, planned
for April 2020, to July 2020. Although the

socio-economic consequences are still hard to
assess, a loss of 4 to 6 percentage points of
GDP is forecast for North Macedonia, as is the
risk of unemployment for thousands of citizens.
Fiscal repercussions of temporary government
support measures are also expected.? This pic-
ture is intertwined with what the National Strate-
gy Group identifies as the most pressing social
issues, such as youth unemployment, emigra-
tion and a low minimum wage. Although youth
unemployment has been decreasing since
2011, when it was 47%, it was still extremely
high in 2019, with 30.5% of young people aged
15-29 unemployed.? Also, the minimum wage is
much lower than the European Union average,
considered both in terms of wages in euros and
in purchasing power parity.*

1 European Commission (2020) North Macedonia 2020 Report https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/

near/files/north_macedonia_report_2020.pdf
2 Ibid.

3 Eurostat (2020) Youth unemployment rate by sex, age and country of birth https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitView-

TableAction.do

4 Eurostat (2020) Minimum wage statistics https:/ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/pdfscache/1568.pdf
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Selected indicators on the state of social rights

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND
ACCESS TO THE LABOUR MARKET

Unemployment is a major feature of the labour
market in North Macedonia. More than one-
fifth of the Macedonian labour force was job-
less in 2018."" Moreover, around 80% of the
unemployed are long-term unemployed, large-
ly reflecting the skills mismatch that character-
ises the job market. Overall, 15% of the work-
force are long-term unemployed, though the
rate has been decreasing steadily in the last
few years, a positive trend. The employment
rate increased in the year before the pandem-
ic struck but remained low."? It is dispropor-
tionately harder for women to access the la-
bour market: the female employment rate was
45.2% in 2018, compared to 66.6% for male
employment.'3

EDUCATION AND YOUTH
UNEMPLOYMENT

Public expenditure on education has averaged
around 3.7% of GDP over the last five years,
and it is still below the OECD average.' Since
the country gained independence, participa-
tion in schooling in North Macedonia has in-
creased, leading to an rise in the educational
achievements of young people. However, ac-
cording to PISA scores, North Macedonia has
the poorest performance of learning outcomes
in the Western Balkans region. Socio-eco-
nomic differences do not affect learning out-
comes in North Macedonia, in part due to the
general low level of performance throughout
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the country. Nevertheless, the learning out-
comes gap between urban and country areas
is one of the highest among PISA-participating
economies. In science, for instance, 15-year-
old students living in rural areas are 1.5 years
of schooling behind those who live in urban
areas. Ethnicity, especially for the Albanian
minority, is another relevant factor of differ-
entiation of learning outcomes, and this gap
increases the further students advance in the
education system.®

In 2019, 30.5% of young people aged 15-29
were unemployed in North Macedonia, more
than twice the average rates of the euro area
(12.9%) and of the EU-27 (11.9%). Youth un-
employment also depends on gender: in 2019,
28.6% of young men were unemployed and
32.5% of young women.'® The low labour-mar-
ket activity rate of the young population is
strongly linked to educational inequalities, as
42% of low-educated individuals were inac-
tive in 2015."7 Unemployment is not the only
pressing issue in North Macedonia. The rate
of NEETs (people not in employment, educa-
tion or training) was 31.4% in 2019, with a wide
gender gap of 12.1 percentage points: the rate
of female NEETs was 37.4%.'® Youth underem-
ployment (when workers are highly skilled but
working in low-paying jobs; or they are highly
skilled but working part-time in low-skill jobs;
or they would prefer to be full-time) is another
alarming feature of the labour market.'® Accord-
ing to a 2019 report by Finance Think based on
ILO data, underemployed youth accounted for

12.5% of North Macedonia’s employed popu-
lation aged 15-19, almost 5 percentage points
higher than the EU-28 average. The rate was
higher for women overall: on average, 19%
were underemployed.°

This situation has triggered a brain drain from
North Macedonia. Over one-quarter of the na-
tional population had emigrated by 2017, and
more than one-third of the university-educated
workforce was living abroad that year. Among
people with some kind of higher education,
almost 40% have emigrated. Dissatisfaction
is especially high in the education sector: in
2017, about 70 % of people employed in North
Macedonia’s higher education system were
planning to emigrate, and 20% of this group
had already applied for jobs abroad.?

Successive governments of North Macedonia
have tried over the years to tackle youth un-
employment. The National Strategy Group re-
ports that in the last decade public measures
to combat youth unemployment have focused
on three main policy areas: macroeconomic
and sectoral actions and their impact on job
creation; education and training policies and
their relevance to the labour market; and la-
bour-market policies that bridge the gaps be-
tween labour supply and demand. The process
of planning, design and implementation of ac-
tive labour-market programs (ALMPs) started
in 2007 and has been implemented through
operational plans (OPs). The OPs follow the
guidelines set out in strategic documents,
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including the National Employment Strategy
and the National Action Plan for Employment.
Aimed at young people, the separate Action
Plan for Youth Unemployment 2012-2015 was
followed by the more recent Action Plan for
Youth Unemployment 2016-2020.

This last strategic document foresees the cre-
ation of a skills forecasting system to inform
both policy design and individuals’ choices
over education and work. The skills forecasting
model is based on demographic projections,
employer and vacancies surveys, education
data, employment projections and sectoral
studies. The Ministry of Labour and Social Poli-
cies and the Ministry of Education and Science
both use it and provide data for it. Other mea-
sures, too, are envisaged by the Action Plan
for Youth Unemployment for 2016-2020. These
include actions to create job opportunities,
for example through subsidised employment
for young people and young people at risk of
social exclusion, as well as through support
for SMEs. The plan also includes flexicurity;
traineeships and apprenticeships (although
clear guidelines have not been elaborated yet);
career guidance and counselling services;
and the development of entrepreneurship
competences.??

The Ministry of Labour and Social Policy
(MLSP) has set up an inter-ministerial group
for the integration of refugees and foreigners.
Its priorities also include the preparation of
the Draft Strategy for Integration of Refugees
and Foreigners for 2017-2027. The focus of

the Draft Strategy is the improvement of ed-
ucational services for refugees, especially
language courses, as a fundamental means
of integration. Besides the inadequacy of the
educational and mentorship services for refu-
gees in North Macedonia, the lack of precise
official figures on immigration represents a
major issue for the integration of immigrants,
the IRIS Network reports. The large number of
irregular movements leads to the deportation
of irregular immigrants to Greece (the main ac-
cess point for immigrants to North Macedonia)
on a daily basis.?® The European Commission,
in its 2020 Report on Macedonia, mentions the
need for the country to have a more-systemat-
ic approach to the registration and profiling of
migrants.2*

According to the Law on Social Protection,
basic social protection, permanent social pro-
tection, nursing care and one-time financial
assistance is available to all refugees, asy-
lum-seekers and persons under subsidiary
protection. Medical aid for these groups in
protection centres is mainly provided by the
Red Cross in cooperation with the Ministry of
Health. The Centres for Social Work (CSW) are
in charge of social protection management and
the Centre for Integration handles the dissemi-
nation of adequate information, as well as sup-
port for refugees in their applications for social
assistance. The only persons with complete
access to social rights are those under human-
itarian protection, victims of human trafficking,
recognized refugees, persons under subsidi-
ary protection and foreign nationals with per-
mission to remain in the country permanently.
The integration of refugees in North Macedo-
nia consists of three main services: inclusion
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of refugees in the national welfare system; sup-
port for refugees to become self-reliant through
employment, education, housing and other
means; and legal aid to enable refugees to be
fully integrated into North Macedonian society,
either as citizens or as holders of permanent
residence permits.

The inclusion of the Roma minority has re-
ceived increasing attention in recent years,
which has resulted in an increase in govern-
ment funds. However, the low use of the funds
remains an issue, together with the slow im-
plementation, coordination and monitoring of
all interventions to increase Roma inclusion in
North Macedonian society. Roma are victims
of racism, segregation and discrimination, de-
spite the existence of a legal framework that
protects the human rights of minorities. More
broadly, barriers exist that prevent the Roma
minority from accessing employment, health-
care, education, justice and housing.2®

In January 2019, the government introduced a
reform aimed at redistributing the fiscal burden
towards the wealthiest 1% of the population.
The increased revenues resulting from this re-
form were meant to finance new social protec-
tion rights, which were linked to the tax reform

25 Ristevski, V.

Republic of Macedonia https:

under the umbrella of a wider social reform
package. This package included the New Law
on Social Protection, which introduced guaran-
teed minimum assistance; the Law on Social
Security for Older Persons, which introduced
social pensions; and amendments to the Law
on Child Protection, which introduced edu-
cational allowances. However, the policy was
rolled back only 11 months after its introduc-
tion by the same government that proposed it.
The arguments in support of this decision in-
cluded the fact that the reform, as conceived,
led to an improvement of less than 1% in the
equality of income distribution but had led to
tax avoidance equivalent to 50% of the expect-
ed revenues. The European Social Policy Net-
work disputes these arguments from different
perspectives. For instance, it notes that the
most recent data available on inequality refer
to 2018 and that an improvement of 0.6 per-
centage point in the Gini coefficient is not neg-
ligible. And if the government’s objective was
to reduce fiscal pressure on a certain income
group, it would have been better to change
the progressive personal income tax thresh-
olds. The ENSP also points out that, by rolling
back the entire reform, the government lost
political credibility.2” On a more positive note,
the above-mentioned measures introduced to-
gether with the tax reform have been identified
by the NSG as a positive step towards reduc-
ing inequalities in North Macedonia.
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The incidence of low wages is high in North
Macedonia, with a 25% rate of low-wage earn-
ers in 2014.28 In 2012, a statutory minimum
wage was introduced, with the positive conse-
quence of protecting workers of non-unionised
sectors. However, until amendments to the law
were introduced in 2017, the minimum wage
did not apply to all sectors. Sectors that had
been left out included textiles, clothing and
leather production, all of which have high con-
centrations of low-wage workers. The self-em-
ployed are not covered by minimum wage pro-
visions in North Macedonia. Between 2012
and 2018, the minimum net wage increased
by 51%.2° However, the minimum wage in
North Macedonia is significantly lower than
that in the EU.%° Moreover, despite the efforts
of authorities to enforce compliance with the
minimum wage, evidence shows that in many
cases employers apply it as a social insurance
contribution threshold, paying amounts above
the minimum wage in cash to avoid higher con-
tributions. Despite these problems, the impact
of the minimum wage on in-work poverty and
equitable wages has been positive.3' Never-
theless, the National Strategy Group highlights
that the IMF mission to North Macedonia has
suggested lowering the minimum income base
for social security,®* though government poli-
cies have not yet moved in this direction.

In-work poverty in North Macedonia is not as
pronounced as out-of-work poverty, and in
2016 it was slightly lower than the EU aver-
age at 9.6%. Of employed persons in North
Macedonia aged 18-64, 8.9% were at risk of

28 Eurostat (2020) Wages and labour costs https:

poverty after social transfers in 2016. However,
employment status has an impact on the inci-
dence of in-work poverty in North Macedonia,
and the self-employed are the group at highest
risk of being affected. Among employed work-
ers, those who are employed part-time are the
most hit by in-work poverty. The length of their
contract also influences the rate of in-work
poverty. In-work poverty among employees on
temporary contracts stood at 5.9% in 2016,
while the rate was 4.8% for those on permanent
contracts. Since 2012, temporary employment
has increased by 16.2%. However, part-time
employment is to a large extent involuntary:
Labour Force Survey data for 2017 show that
in 63% of cases, the main reason for working
part-time was the lack of alternative jobs.%?

Although informal employment declined after
2013 to 18.1% in 2017, it still represents a sig-
nificant issue for the Macedonian labour market,
especially among low-skilled workers.3* There-
fore, this last group is at high risk of precarious-
ness. Furthermore, part-time workers’ high risk
of in-work poverty is also the result of the precar-
ious conditions of their work.% Self-employed
workers, too, are subject to precariousness.

Precariousness in North Macedonia also con-
cerns workers’ health and safety conditions.
Health and safety in the workplace are regulated
by the Law on Occupational Safety and Health,
whose fundamental principle is "the principle
of prevention of occupational injuries, occu-
pational diseases and work-related illnesses".
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Between 2007 and 2010, the law was applied
relatively little, but its application increased over
time, thanks to the introduction of legal entities
responsible for conducting risk-assessment
evaluations and implementing the law’s provi-
sions.® More recently, the recruitment of addi-
tional inspectors has had a moderately positive
impact on the capacity to administer health and
safety at work. However, according to the Euro-
pean Commission, legislation has not been suf-
ficiently implemented. In 2019, CSOs reported
141 workplace injuries of which 22 were fatal.®”

In 2018, the gender employment gap in North
Macedonia stood at over 20%, higher than that
in all except one EU country.®® With the collabo-
ration of the European Gender Equality Institute,
North Macedonia introduced its first Gender
Equality Indexin2019, based on2015 data. From
this report it appears that performance in terms of
the gender power balance is satisfactory, partly
thanks to the gender quota for members of par-
liament introduced 17 years ago. But significant
gender inequalities persist, especially in income,
earnings and the sharing of household responsi-
bilities. Overall, the 2015 Gender Equality Index
for North Macedonia, at 62, is below the average
index for the EU-28, which is 66.2.%° North Mace-
donia’s 2017 gender pay gap was 12.5%. When
taking into consideration characteristics such as
education, years of service, age and occupation
profile, this gap increases to 17.3%. When only
people who have completed primary education
are considered, the gap is 28%.%°

Patriarchal gender roles are imposed in many
households in North Macedonia, especially
among the Roma and Albanian ethnic minori-
ties. The incidence increases further for ethnic
minorities in rural areas.*' These gender roles
resultin women spending seven times as much
time as men on domestic tasks.*? This stereo-
typical division of gender roles is mirrored in
the labour market, as some jobs are carried
out predominantly by women — and these are
among the least regulated and lowest paid.
Moreover, women are primarily employed in
lower-level positions. Female inactivity is also
influenced by ethnicity: 40% of Roma women
and 46% of Albanian women are inactive.*®

Measures to improve the work-life balance fo-
cus on maternity guarantees, paternity leave
and the childbirth allowance, the National
Strategy Group points out. Fathers have the
right to up to seven days of paid childbirth
leave, although this comes under a wider law
that includes leave for other personal and fam-
ily matters. Fathers are also entitled to take
parental leave not used by the mother. Howev-
er, few fathers use their paternity leave. Other
measures for work-life balance mentioned by
the NSG include mothers’ entitlement to a dai-
ly total of 1.5 hours of breaks during working
hours for breastfeeding until their child reaches
the age of one.** Also, workers are protected
from overtime and night work while pregnant
and until their child turns one, and this can be
extended until the child is three (Labour Law,
article 64). The National Strategy Group also
mentions some cases of unlawful changes to
women’s job roles at the end of their maternity
leave.
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Homeless people, street children and housing
deprivation are the most visible forms of pov-
erty and social exclusion in North Macedonia.
The effectiveness of policy interventions aimed
at tackling housing deprivation is jeopardised
by the lack of official data and of comprehen-
sive assessments. Housing deprivation in the
country consists of substandard housing, lack
of housing affordability and housing insecuri-
ty.*s In 2017, according to Eurostat, 47.3% of
people in North Macedonia were living in over-
crowded dwellings, almost the double the EU
average for 2018.# The rate was 64.1% for that
part of the population at risk of poverty. In the
same year, 10.1% of the population suffered
from severe housing deprivation. That is, as
well as living in overcrowded conditions, they
were also affected by at least one of the follow-
ing factors: lack of a bath and a toilet; a leaking
roof; or a dwelling considered too dark. Finally,
11.7% of people in 2017 lived in households
that spent 40% or more of their equalised dis-
posable income on housing. The Roma minori-
ty is the ethnic group most affected by housing
deprivation. In 2016, 28% of the Roma com-
munity lived in inadequate housing.*” Another
aggravating element is massive internal and
external migration, caused by the weakness of
the national economy and high unemployment.
Migration results in a lack of decent and afford-
able housing in bigger cities and abandoned
housing stock in rural areas.*®

The government’s approach is defined in the
National Strategy for Reduction of Poverty and

Social Exclusion (2010-2020). The European
Social Policy Network points out that the doc-
ument defines a broad strategy for tackling
poverty and social exclusion and that it was
not accompanied by monitoring mechanisms,
nor did it have a fiscal scenario or budget.
Hence, its implementation could not be effec-
tively assessed.*® Housing is mentioned in the
document as one of the policy priorities, and
no specific objectives or indicators are men-
tioned. The overarching objective is to ‘achieve
standard and harmonised housing conditions
for the citizens which are considered socially
excluded in housing’.%°

GOOD PRACTICE
HABITAT MACEDONIA

Habitat Macedonia®' is a social enter-
prise formed by an NGO and two limit-
ed liability companies and is affiliated to
the global non-for-profit poverty housing
network Habitat for Humanity. Its mission
is to provide simple, decent and afford-
able housing solutions for those living in
poverty. Habitat Macedonia’s varied na-
ture is combined with a heterogeneous
portfolio of actions, which bring togeth-
er volunteer, construction, capacity-de-
velopment, community-development
and advocacy components. These raise
public awareness of the transformational
ability of decent housing. However, the
most original feature of the social enter-
prise’s operation is its partnership model
with microfinance entities.
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To carry out a green transition, North Macedo-
nia has made some progress towards harmon-
isation with EU standards. Since 2011, only a
few new laws on environmental issues have
been adopted. The environmental legislation
mostly consisted of the adoption of amend-
ments to existing laws and the development of
subsidiary legislation. The main motivation is
the need to meet the requirements of the EU
acquis. The speed of the process has not been
fast, and alignment of the legal framework with
the EU acquis remains at an early stage. A ma-
jor reason is limitations to the national capacity
for implementation,® and North Macedonia’s
technical and administrative capacity needs to
be improved. The country is preparing a climate
law and a comprehensive strategy on climate
action which are consistent with the EU 2030
framework. On the other hand, preparation of
the National Energy and Climate Plans in line
with obligations of the Energy Community is in
its final stages, as is the mainstreaming of cli-
mate action in other sectors. However, the Eu-
ropean Commission notes in its 2020 report on
North Macedonia that more efforts are needed
to implement the Paris Agreement.5?

Poverty remains a primary issue in North
Macedonia, as over 20% of population was at
risk of poverty in 2017. The percentage is very
similar even after social transfers have been
taken into account. Both indicators are around
5 percentage points above the EU average.®

In the view of National Strategy Group, North
Macedonia has made considerable progress
in recent years to reduce poverty. The coun-
try is currently undergoing a comprehensive
reform of its social protection system, which
includes a complete reform of cash benefit
schemes, as well as changes in how services
are designed and delivered to beneficiaries. It
is expected that this reform will help better tar-
get children and families with children living in
poverty and that it will protect them more effec-
tively from the devastating effects of poverty,
the NSG states.

GOOD PRACTICE

MACEDONIA ANTI-POVERTY PLAT-
FORM (MAPP)

In early 2020, a new initiative was
launched to give a stronger voice to
young people, who The MAPP% is a net-
work dedicated to the fight against pov-
erty, which is part of the European an-
ti-poverty network. Its actions to mitigate
poverty and its effects include advocacy
and lobbying, research and analysis and
concrete interventions. Among other doc-
uments, the MAPP produces the Pover-
ty Watch reports, communication tools
that aim to describe key developments
and trends on poverty. They assess the
impact of the EU, identify the key issues
that have an impact on people in poverty
and propose solutions. The approach of
the MAPP is a participatory one: it strives
to involve people experiencing poverty in
decision-making processes that directly
concern them.
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Overall, the organization of healthcare in North
Macedonia is based on a well-established
health system and network of public health
services with good geographic distribution.
However, differences exist at regional level for
access to ambulatory specialists and health-
care at secondary level. The health network
was introduced in 1991 with the goal of partial-
ly incorporating private healthcare actors into
the public health system. Their role within the
system is to provide health services — which
are purchased by the Health Insurance Fund
—when the public system is insufficient. Social
discrepancies also affect healthcare in North
Macedonia. Almost one-third of all health ser-
vices are paid for out of pocket, so these have
a big impact on inequalities in terms of unmet
needs.®® The National Strategy Group speci-
fies that access to social protection, including
healthcare, is guaranteed to asylum seekers,
people who have been given asylum status
and people with subsidiary protection.

A lack of medical staff, particularly specialists,
and the underuse of technologically advanced
medical equipment are other major issues for
the national health system. To mitigate health
inequalities, a programme has been activated
that targets mainly the Roma community, peo-
ple living in remote areas, people living with
HIV/AIDS, drug users and people with disabil-
ities. The Roma community encounters sever-
al obstacles in accessing health services.? It
should be noted that the performance of health
services in Macedonia over the past decade
has been hard to assess due to a lack of qual-
ity statistics and data.>® The National Strategy
Group also mentions the introduction of an
electronic health data management system in
2013 as a positive innovation that, among oth-
er things, substantially reduced waiting times
for medical appointments. Despite its weak-
nesses, the healthcare system of North Mace-
donia responded well to the initial outbreak of
Covid-19 in March 2020. Nevertheless, a sec-
ond wave hit the country in the summer, and
the system came under considerable stress.°
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Based on the results of the monitor realised by
CIVICUS, civic space in North Macedonia can
be defined as narrowed. The National Strategy
Group recognises the efforts of previous gov-
ernments to involve civil society organisations
in decision-making processes. Specifically,
the NSG mentions the creation of the Code of
Good Practice for Participation of the Civil So-
ciety in Policy Making Processes as relevant
progress. However, there is a strong need to
update this document in the coming years, as it
was part of the Strategy for Cooperation of the
Government with the Civil Sector 2012-2017.
Some criticisms were raised about the lack of
implementation of this strategy, especially by
local governments.

The legal framework for freedom of associ-
ation was elaborated by a working group in
the Ministry of Justice with the participation
of prominent members of civil society. It was
introduced in 2010 and is formally defined
in Article 10 of the Law on Associations and
Foundations. The law is harmonised with the
European Convention on Human Rights and,
in most part, with the Fundamental Principles
on the Status of Non-Governmental Organi-
zations in Europe adopted by the Council of
Europe. However, its implementation in prac-
tice still remains a challenge. In 2017 a sub-
stantial number of cases were reported of in-
direct pressure, inspections and obstruction
on the part of the institutions. In fact, the law
does not include a regulation on protection

from involvement of third parties.®® Recently
some changes have been introduced through
the Law for Public Gatherings and the Law on
Police, which are not in line with legislation or
with the nature of civil society activities.®" Ac-
cording to the National Strategy Group, these
dispositions are a threat to the right of peaceful
assembly.

Concerning freedom of speech, North Mace-
donia is 92nd in the 2020 World Press Free-
dom Index ranking elaborated by Reporters
Without Borders, three positions higher than
the previous year and with a score improved by
0.38 points. The national report by Reporters
Without Borders points out that, although the
current government has ceased to finance ad-
vertising of its actions, municipalities have not,
and this remains a limitation to press freedom
and a form of pressure. Furthermore, senior
government officials demonstrate a tendency
to threaten and insult journalists. The number
of physical attacks on journalists has declined,
but there is a growing practice of cyberbullying
and verbal abuse.®?

Social dialogue in North Macedonia is weak,
as is the role of social partners. Trade union
membership is decreasing in parallel with
unions’ capacity to represent workers’ rights. In
the private sector, bipartite social dialogue is
poor, and social partners do not contribute to
the reinforcement of collective agreements.®®
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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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