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The Effects of the 2020 COVID-19 Pandemic
on Women'’s Activism in the Western Balkans

Introduction

In EWI’s guiding principles, we state our belief and trust in the experience and wisdom of women
to determine the solutions to the challenges they face best suited to their context and needs.
So, in determining how we would respond to the Covid-19 pandemic as it began to impact our
region, our immediate first step was to ask and listen to the women we support.

The methodology behind this Report was developed by EWI together with external consultant
Ankica Dragin who similarly led the process, analysed the findings and wrote this Rapid Assessment
Report. As a tool it has informed the way we are adapting our current grantmaking programme
and the accompaniment we are offering to our grantee partners.

Beyond EWI’s needs, the Report can also provide useful insights to other funders in the region
both into how they address current needs but also into how we can collectively support women'’s
grassroots activism in times which are extremely challenging both economically and politically.

I would like to thank all those who contributed to this Report —to our many grantee partners who
responded to our questionnaires and shared their realities with us, to EWI’s staff and to Ankica
Dragin for her commitment and vision.

Carolyn Boyd Tomasovi¢
EWI Managing director
Omis, August 2020
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About the Report

Why a Rapid Assessment?

Like elswehere in the world, civil society organisations (CSOs) in the six countries! of the Western
Balkans (WB) perform key activities in social development and human rights advocacy across in
the region, often under challenging circumstances. Their role made them also major grassroots
players in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic declared by the World Health Organisation on
11 March 2020. Despite their critical contribution since its onset, field experience indicates that
CSOs have been facing a particularly negative impact of the pandemic causing severe operational
and sustainability challenges.

The Effects of the 2020 COVID-19 Pandemic on Women'’s Activism in the Western Balkans - A Rapid
Assessment Report by the Ecumenical Women'’s Initiative (EWI) resulted from the need to adapt
EWI activities, most particularly its grassroots-oriented grantmaking, to the regional and local
situation(s) arising from the onset of the 2020 pandemic.

In order to respond adequately to its local grantee partner organisations’ newly-ensued position
in 2020, EWI decided to conduct a rapid assessment and produce a report (RAR) focusing on
self-assessment of their needs and expectations from EWI as their funding and/or capacity-building
partner. The report primarily intends to provide an insight into the current realities faced by the
local women-led community organisations within the third, civic sector in the Western Balkans.
Itis also looks to document the self-perceived position of grassroots (women’s) CSOs, identifying
opportunities for EWI and its grantee partners’ organisations emerging from the crisis. Grass-
roots-focused as it is, the RAR also portrays the realities of local women activists’ strife to keep
their organisations afloat during the ongoing, prospectively also lasting, global crisis.

Publication of this report in English and local language provides a common platform for (women’s)
CSOs, as our African activist colleagues said in their report published June 2020, ‘to help strengthen
solidarity and inform advocacy for grater recognition and support for the sector.

Why EWI?

EWI is a Croatian women'’s fund founded in 2007. It seeks to support and promote women'’s active
engagement as change-makers in both faith communities and society at large, perceiving women
as human rights and gender equality advocates in the context of peacebuilding and reconciliation,
faith-based ecumenical, inter-religious and intercultural cooperation.

EWI grew from the World Council of Churches’ (WCC) Europe and Women'’s Desk programme titled
the Ecumenical Women'’s Solidarity Fund (EWSF). From 1993 to 2007, the EWSF offered tangible

1 Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia.All references to Kosovo should

be understood to be in the context of United Nations Security Council resolution 1244 (1999).
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support to women victims of war in ex-Yugoslavia through small focused grants. Building on this
experience and the positive evaluation of a regionally positioned, indigenous mechanism which
provided a flexible and culturally sensitive source of support to women, the WCC programme
was closed and EWI launched.

Today, EWI is a non-governmental, non-profit making organisation supporting women as initiators
and agents of change by building capacities and connecting individuals and grassroots community
groups in the Western Balkans. As a pacifist, faith-based and feminist fund, EW!I strives for a just
and peaceful society in which diversity is a strength and source of creativity. In such a society,
women have a dignified place and role in private and public life. They live in harmony with their
competence and personal choices, with religion promoting and supporting the achievement of
full equality between women and men.

From 2007 to 2019, EWI has developed a network of over 135 local grassroots women’s organi-
sations potentially targeting over 7.5 million women in the WB region. It has mobilised over EUR
2.5 million and distributed 346 grants to women-led CSOs, organised over 40 women activists’
capacity-building events and provided 30 research grants for women theologians, scholars and
activists. EWI is also a member of several international networks, advocacy and lobby groups,
such as the Prospera International Network of Women’s Funds and the Croatian Network for
Euro-Mediterranean Cooperation.

The RAR Process

Due to the postponing of many of the EWI and its local grantee partner activities in 2020 as a
consequence of the pandemic, there was a need to gain feeedback from the grassroots women'’s
activists pertaining to their organisations’ current situation, especially in the light of the forth-
coming EWI call for proposals.

The form of the Report best corresponds to that of a case study, providing a shapshot testifying
about the COVID-19 pandemic-related local realities all over the Western Balkans as perceived by
women-led CSOs and their beneficiaries by mid-2020. The social context of the EWI target area
in the light of the pandemic has been analysed by applying the Do No Harm (DNH) framework
matrix?. The empirical data from the field was collected by means of a shortonline questionnaire
distributed by e-mail to 110 EWI grantee partner organisations in July 2020, with over a half of
them (64 organisations, aka 58% of them) responding. The data has been processed and analysed,
conclusions drawn, and future action options considered in the light of the EWI knowledge and
experience, as well as the media accounts® and available references.

2 See the Appendix for detailed analysis, as well as Anderson 1999 for DNH framework background.

3 Stated in footnotes.
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Abbreviations

Coronavirus disease (as re. to the 2020 pandemic outbreak)
Civil society organisations

Do No Harm

European Union

Ecumenical Women's Initiative

Ecumenical Women'’s Solidarity Fund

North Atlantic Treaty Organisation

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe
People with disabilities

Rapid assessment report

Post-traumatic stress

United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and Empowerment of Women
The Western Balkans

World Council of Churches

World Health Organisation
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Summary of Key Findings:

The 2020 COVID-19 pandemic caused 86% of EWI grantee partners in local communities of the
Western Balkans to change their organisations’ priorities, working conditions and activities.
These changes have resulted from various political, economic and social factors beyond the
organisations’ control. Consequently, these factors also caused new external and internal dynam-
ics affecting EWI partner organisations, their activists and target groups - both predominantly
women - in various adverse, even detrimental ways.

Political factors
® Lack of transparency in allocation of funds away from civil society
e Non-functioning institutions and poor response to the pandemic challenge
® Focus on parliamentary elections and campaigning
® Deteriorating political stability

Economic factors
® Reduced funding opportunities for CSOs
® Reduction of CSO budgets and ensuing new costs
® |ncreasing vulnerability of CSOs placing their survival in question
® Fall in women’s income due to anti-covid measures, primarily limitation of movement

Social factors
e Difficulties adapting to meet containment measures
e Rising number of domestic and gender-based violence cases
® |ncreased cummulative discrimination of vulnerable social groups

Internal organisational factors
® Adaptation of CSO work to meet pandemic measures
® Restrictions on public gatherings affecting group, client support and field activities
® Postponement / cancellation of activities
e (All the above resulting in) increasing workload of CSOs

Personal factors
® Deterioration of mental health and its neglect due to other priorities
® Fear to engage in CSO activities (due to pandemic)
® Dealing with personal fears and triggers of past traumas

Priority CSO needs and expectations from EWI re. funding and non-financial support
® Unrestricted funding to strengthen organisational resilience
® (Continued) financial support for community activities
® |T education and support in accessing new technologies and online platforms
® Training to raise capacities for adapting in unprecedented situations
® |ncreased information and experiencesharingto further advocate for acknowledging women'’s
CSOs’ role and contribution, as well as mobilising support for the sector.

4 This section is based on a contribution by Carolyn Boyd Tomasovi¢, EWI Managing Director.
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The Western Balkans Context

General Overview

Located in a post-socialist and post-conflict
region, the Western Balkans countries are no
strangers to challenges of transition and reces-
sion, such as rising poverty and unemployment,
massemigration (esp. among the youth), decay-
ing infrastructure or feminization of low income
industries - the state-run healthcare, education
and welfare, lower-level executive administra-
tion and CSOs. Generally speaking, the countries
of the region are socio-politically and culturally
similar, EU accession and NATO membership
processes adding strain to the societies domi-
nated by traditionalism, lingering ethnic and/or
religious tensionsor even open conflicts, patriar-
chy, violence in the public discourse, nationalist
and ethnocentric historical revisionism, as well
as a strong anti-CSO attitude of a significant
proportion of the population.

Along with a decline in socially constructive
values - solidarity, social responsibility, respect-
ing and acknowledging human dignity or law
and human rights observation - such a context
increases the gap between various social groups
along the lines of their different values, interests
and experiences. It is reflected in the ever more
emphasised ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ dichotomies (e.g.
traditionalist/nationalist vs. progressive/civic,
rural vs. urban, majority vs. minority, religious vs.
secular, the domicile vs. ‘the newcomers’, etc).

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and conse-
guential introduction, even enforcement, of
emergency measures, various occasions - most
notably public events — symbolising such divi-
sions and promoting the current state of affairs
have been cancelled, causing additional frustra-
tion with the public. Under such circumstances,

CSOs advocating for equality, pointing to and
opposing discrimination and social marginalisa-
tion are still being perceived as challenging the
‘social order’. However, experience has shown
that it was precisely CSOs who, based on their
extensive grassroots and human rights advocacy
experience had been timely pointing to the
crucial forthcoming challenges to be faced by
the socially most vulnerable groups, along with
actors bound to provide support to them, in the
light of theonsettingpandemic.®

Asillustrated by the EWI grantee partners’ expe-
rience in this RAR, CSOs have perceived such
circumstances both as challenges and social
dividers and, more importantly, as opportunities
around similarities and connectors fostering new
synergies around human human rights advocacy.

Pandemic-Stricken

‘With the rapid spreading of the coronavi-
rus in the Western Balkans, governments
introduced measures to protect their frag-
ile health systems by purchasing medical
equipment and medicine, converting medi-
cal centres to specialised COVID-19 centres
and concert and sport arenas to temporary
field hospitals, increasing the salaries of
medical staff, and changing the work hours
to safeqguard the medical staff. In addition,
governments responded with lockdowns
and partial shutdowns in the second half of
March, resulting in the closure of airports
and borders, educational institutions,
restaurants and shops, bans on large gath-
erings, restrictions on domestic travel, and
the instatement of curfews. These contain-
ment measures and external shock are
expected to result in a notable contraction

5 As amply exemplified in State of Civil Society in Serbia - Potential COVID-19 Impact2020 or Bieber et al. 2020



across the region. The Western Balkan
economies are particularly affected through
several channels.” (OECD 2020: Overview)

Despite early warnings in January 2020, an offi-
cial World Health Organisation (WHO) declara-
tion of the COVID-19 pandemic on 11 March
2020 and all the measures undertaken by the
states, there is an impression with the general
public of most countries in the WB® that the
authorities in the region seem not to have taken
the virus spreading threat and its implications
seriously. The general impression was that
they were initially perceiving it as just another
epidemic or a disaster relevant state services
had been used to. Moreover, leading politicians
in some of the countries in the region even
joked about the severity of the situation in press
conferences transmitted by major TV stations
just a week before a national state of emer-
gency, including curfew and total restriction
of movement for certain age groups, would be
introduced and crisis management state bodies
established in a counter-Constitutional manner.’

The pandemic disclosed the reality of disfunc-
tional state institutions and services in their full
scope, with the top decision-makers claiming the
right to do everything in their power pursuing
the agenda of the loyal elitesor for self-promo-
tion. Despite early warnings concerning unnec-
esary limitation of human rights and freedoms
coming from CSOs and the independent media,
in the media-wise still predominantly illiterate
population of the region (Petkovi¢ et al. 2019)
the main source of information remained the
state-controlled media. Once the population
realised that the information presented to them
was unreliable, confusing and did not add up to
their day-to-day reality, the intended effects of
the mainstream media propaganda have been

The Effects of the 2020 COVID-19 Pandemic
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achieved. With the past 1990s wartime traumas
retriggered, ongoing social decay for over three
decades and, most recently, in fear for their
lives due to lack of disinfectants, masks, other
means of protection against the virus or simply
being too poor to afford them, the majority of
the population became convinced that there
are no other ways of dealing with the pandemic
than the very restrictive ones they have been
subjected to.

Confined to their most personal space, without
school or work commute, with public trans-
portation cancelled and curfew in force, the
‘traditional’ family atmosphere became like that
within a pressure cooker. The most common
way to ventilate stress and frustration became
lashing out on people in immediate surround-
ings, leading to a notable increase in reported
domestic and/or gender-based violence cases.
This circumstance, in turn, created additional
workload for local women’s CSOs, primarily
those specialised in providing support to women
experiencing violence. While all the limitations
of the healthcare became evident with the
increase of the number of the infected by the
COVID-19, increased incidence of domestic and
gender-based violence emphasised all the limita-
tions of the welfare and other state institutions
supposed to provide protection in such cases.

The anti-COVID-19 measures have also retrig-
gered personal trauma due to the 1990s war-re-
lated experience of isolation, hunger and general
existential uncertainty. Women’s CSO activists
and their beneficiaries were no exception. This
circumstance was a major CSO operational factor
in the WB regions where women, including
today’s activists themselves, had been directly
victimised, so they needed some time to deal
with their personal trauma first in order to be

5 Except in Croatia, the only EU country in the region, which, acc. to Nenad Zako3Sek, a Professor of the School of
Political Science of the University of Zagreb, followed the European response to the crisis, but where civic initiatives
had also stopped the authorities from adopting stricter limitations’. Source: https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/
nenad-zakosek-zapadni-balkan-jacanje-drzave-korona-virus/30577334.html (Last visited on 10 August 2020)

7 Sources: https://pescanik.net/vanredno-stanje-uputstvo-za-upotrebu/ and https://pescanik.net/krizni-stab-revealed/

(Last visited on 10 August 2020)
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able to support their beneficiaries.?

On the other hand, despite the increasing work-
load, the entire third / civic sector was faced
with funds previously allocated for CSOs being
relocated for other, supposedly pandemic-re-
alated purposes. The usual calls for propos-
als with the state institutions or other funding
sources were either put on hold, re-purposed or
cancelled, leaving CSOs to fend for themselves as
best as they could. Moreover, with 2020 parlia-
mentary elections happening in five of the six
countries in the region, there was another prior-
ity in the eyes of decision-makers. Even more
funds were drained for this purpose, mostly
from the already scarce state resources allocated
for the heavily feminized service sectors, those
at the forefront of combating the pandemic. In
some countries of the region, the independent
media also reported about the abuse of public
funds, even those for purposesof coping with
the pandemic.®

The situation in the second, the business sector
also worsened. Women enterpreneurs?®, along
with rural women, became practically equally
affected by lack of income as unemployed
women or women working in CSOs with their
project and/or core funding postponed or even
cancelled due to pandemic. Additionally, the
states discriminated CSOs at this level, too.
Despite being regular taxpayers, CSOs remained
without entitlementto state subsidies aimed at
alleviating the socio-economic effects of the
pandemic.

Arecent gender analysis of COVID-19 response in
Serbia®!, among other things, states the follow-

ing about the pandemic impact on women:

‘In general, the biggest change for wom-
en was the increased amount of unpaid
work, along with working from home or in
positions with the highest risk, such as in
the health or supply sector. All unavailable
services were provided by women who also
performed additional work on the applica-
tion of protection measures, hygiene main-
tenance, etc. ...

Women also make up the majority of those
who were most exposed or whose position
changed the most due to the epidemic. The
epidemic highlighted, sharpened and inten-
sified the existing inequalities and pointed
out the true meaning of the term “vulner-
ability”. The most disadvantaged are those
who are usually not visible in the system,
the poor, the unemployed or informally
employed who belong to vulnerable groups,
with the majority of them being women.
The state measures were not sufficiently
aimed at supporting these categories of
population or recognising the existing in-
equalities.” (Pajvancic et al. 2020: 14)

A UN Women rapid gender assessment survey
on the impact of COVID-19 on women’s and
men'’s lives and livelihoods in Europe and Central
Asia also disclose that, on average, women in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo and North
Macedonia were more severely affected by the
pandemic than men (Ross, Taylor Ed. 2020).

New hardships continuing left and right in 2020,
people became more disoriented, confused,
eventually stressed and weary, with an increas-

8 EWI office did a series of online meetings with its grantee partners at the end of May 2020. The purpose of these
meetings was to get updates on the grassroots women’s organisations’ position after the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic. Concerning personal fears triggered by the anti-pandemic measures, a woman activist and a CSO leader
from Bosnia and Herzegovina said her personal trigger was the fact that, at one point, shops ran out of flour. A
woman activist from Kosovo had a PTS experience due to the curfew and isolation.

® Sources: https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/korupcija-bih-korona-virus-nabavke/30637590.html and https://www.
slobodnaevropa.org/a/afera-respiratori-premijer-novalic-solak-i-hodzic-sipa-tuzilastvo/30641481.html (Last visited

on 10 August 2020)

10 ‘SMEs [small- and medium-sized enterprises] in the Western Balkans make up 99% firms, generate around 65% of
total busines sector value added and account for 73% of total business sector employment.” (OECD 2019: 3)

1 Commissioned and published by the OSCE Mission to Serbia.



ing toll on their mental health. Consequently, the
rising distrust with the authorities, the media
and service-providing institutions caused them
to start behaving predominantly two ways. They
either ignore the warnings by not keeping the
recommended social distance, avoiding crowds
and wearing a mask, which has led to increased
number of the infected among younger gener-
ations. Older generations, on the other hand,
have become so frightened that they resort to
self-imposed isolation, to such a degree that
they avoid any unnecessary personal contact

12
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even in the open. Under such circumstances,
CSOs demanding rule of law and human rights
observation, appealing to reason, insisting on
transparency, fact-checking and accountability,
remain beacons of hope for the socially most
vulnerable in the ever encrouching darkness of
discrimination. For some of them, as this RAR
and similar reports refered to in it indicate, CSOs
have been those rare places they could resort
to over the years searching for their personal
light at the end of the tunnel.
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Rapid Assessment Findings

Sixty-four women'’s grassroots organisations from EWI grantee partners’ network responded to
the rapid assessment questionnaire (corresponding to 58% of the total of 110 of such organisa-
tions EWI collaborated with from 2007 to 2019). The questionnaire used for this rapid assessment
contained only six questions. It was purposefully designed to be short so the rapid assessment
process would avoid adding to the EWI grantee partners’ existing and, under the circumstances
discussed in this report, rising workload.

The respondents’ feedback to the six questions?? concerned states in which the organisations
were registered, changes in their working environment resulting from the pandemic, the most
common factors affecting their work and, finally, the grantee partners were asked to state their
organisations’ most urgent needs and major expectations from EWI as their funding and/or capacity
building partner, often the only one some of them had ever had. Narrative answers to the three
open questions have been coded, cumulated and also numerically processed.

EWI Grantee Partners’ Location

Proportionally to the number and geographical distribution of grantee partner organisations apply-
ing to the EWI calls for project proposals, most responses to the RAR questionnaire come from
women’s CSOs based in Bosnia and Herzegovina (27 organisations, aka 42% of them), followed by
those from Serbia and Croatia (17; 26% and 10; 16% respectively). The least number of responses
came from North Macedonia (4; 6%), Montenegro and Kosovo (3; 5% from each - Figure 1).

1. Where is your organisation based?

Serbia

17; 26% Bosnia &
Herzegovina

27; 42%

North Macedonia___
4; 6%

Croatia

10 (16%)

_ Montenegro
"“‘ 3; 5%

12 Two closed, one miltiple choice and three open ones. Once they had been coded and cummulated, narrative answers
to the three open questions were processed numerically.

13
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Factors Affecting the Work of WB Women’s CSOs in 2020

Most respondents (55; 86%) claim their priorities, working conditions and activities have changed
during 2020. Nearly a tenth of them (7; 11%) claim that their working environment and activities
remained unchanged, while two organisations did not respond to this question (Figure 2).

2. Have your organisation’s priorities, working conditions
and activities changed in 2020

2 (3%)
No answer

1] 10 it} w 40 50 B0
Taotal no, of responding organisations: 64

Some of the most illustrative experiences of the women’s grassroots organisations’ changing
priorities, working conditions and activities are the following:*

Working Despite Everything

‘We were in the field the whole time... We got only 20 disposable masks from the municipal-
ity... We engaged mothers who have finished a sewing course funded by EWI to sew masks
at home, so we could distribute them to our family members and others... We had to adapt
to our funding partners who had other conditions and requests, writing projects asking for
help, but we got none approved or funded because the demand must have been great... Due
to frequent power cuts caused by bad weather, we lost two computers, so now we are using
only one, which brings our efficiency in question because many of our funding partners are
asking for reports and responses to polls on the state of affairs during the pandemic. We
had to make sure our children keep progressing, to provide for services of a mental disabil-
ity therapist, a psychologist and other experts, so we have kept in touch with them, done
counselling and workshops using an online platform...” (Western Balkans country /WBC/ 1)*

13 Quotations from respondents’ narrative answers illustrating the RAR findings are in shaded boxes and in Italic.

14 EWI grantee partner organisations’ home countries, target area, office location and other information revealing or-
ganisational and/or personal identity have been omitted for confidentiality and activist safety purposes. The ‘WBC +
number’ code is used to show the geographical diversity of women activists’ responses from various WB countries.
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‘Due to unforeseen circumstances caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, we had to focus our
services on working from home using a phone, providing three additional mobile phone lines
accessible to citizens to report violence, for their psychosocial empowerment and confiden-
tial conselling. It was all on a voluntary basis because the decision-makers had forgotten
about the civic sector partnerships due to the election year, including about the operation of
norganisations contributing to decreasing discrimination of citizens (of violence victims, single
parents, the elderly, people with disabilities[PWDs] and those in need of personal assistance,
etc). All activities we have provided for since the onset of the pandemic have been continually
provided to 40 beneficiaries. Despite everything, we still don’t know what will happen with
the state funds allocated for the third sector activities that relevant ministries should have
had distributed to CSOs by now. We will continue working and providing our services volun-
tarily just like before and be available 24/7 to all citizens of our local community addressing
us for help and support.” (WBC 2)

EWI grantee partners were asked to choose three out of eight predominant factors affecting
their, namely grassroots women’s CSOs priorities, working conditions and activities in 2020. Their
answers were the following (Figure 3):

3. We think that the current state of affairs in our organisation
most likely resulted from the following circumstances ensuing during 2020:

Introduction of the so-called protective measures )
due to COVID-19 pandemic | (N 36: se%
State funds allocated for the civic sector have _ 31 48%
become unavailable and/or repurposed '
Inadequate response of decision-makers to the pandemic _ 26 41%
(due to unpreparedness, incompetence, etc) '

our target group has not been recognised as affected by the J 24; 38%
pandemic and has no access to appropriate support and... '

International funding partners have shifted their focus on
emergency response to the pandemic

The decision makers’ focus on 2020 elections _ 17; 27%

increasing political instability in our country J17;27%

J 18; 26%

The pandemic-related situation is being used to (addition- ﬁ i
ally) harm the reputation of thr civic sector 7%

No answer 1 1 2%

o 5 10 15 url 5 wn EH] &
Taotal mo. of responding organtsaticns: 64

Over half of the respondents (36; 56%) hold that their 2020 priorities, working conditions and
activities have been most affected by the introduction of the so-called protective measures due
to COVID-19 pandemic. Nearly half of them (31; 48%) point to the fact that introduction of such
measures resulted in CSO-oriented state funding (on various levels) being either stopped or

15
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redirected to meet other needs, primarily emergency ones related to the pandemic. At the same
time, a somewhat lesser proportion of respondents (26; 41%) indicate that, in their opinion, the
response of the decision-makers to the newly ensued situation was inadequate, primarily due to
their unpreparedness and/or incompetence:

Multiple Detrimental Factors

‘Incompetent institutional response to the ensuing pandemic; unstable political situation in the
light of the forthcoing economic crisis and parliamentary elections - the needs of our target groups
have been pushed aside or neglected due to the overal social situation. There is also a lac