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Participatory democracy, based on the right to seek to determine or to 
influence the exercise of a public authority’s powers and responsibili-
ties, contributes to representative and direct democracy and that the 
right to civil participation in political decision-making should be 
secured to individuals, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and 
civil society at large.
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Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Forum is a network of over 100 non-profit organiza-
�ons, which believe that ci�zen par�cipa�on is among the fundamental 
rights and characteris�cs of a democra�c society. In developed democra-
cies, the competent and effec�ve involvement of ci�zens and organisa�ons 
in the resolu�on of issues of importance to society complements represen-
ta�ve democracy and strengthens trust in ins�tu�ons. It is our cause that 
Bulgaria finds its place among these countries

One of the tools to promote quality interac�on between government and 
ci�zens is the Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Index, which explores and presents the 
state of play in the country and makes recommenda�ons to improve the 
environment, prac�ces and impact. 

The current Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Index survey covers the last three years 
(2019-2021 including) and tradi�onally follows the predefined defini�on 
that "Ci�zen par�cipa�on is ac�ons and ini�a�ves by ci�zens, civic groups 
and organiza�ons that lead to policy change and influence governance 
decisions at different levels".

History and periodicity of the study

The methodology was developed in 2015 by the Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Forum 
in partnership with the Bulgarian Center for Not-for-Profit Law. The 
research is conducted every two years, and the results are presented at the 
Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Biennial to civil society organiza�ons, media, and 
representa�ves of local and na�onal ins�tu�ons. The findings and recom-
menda�ons serve as a basis for more successful strategies to s�mulate 
ac�ve ci�zen par�cipa�on.

The first evalua�on of the Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Index was implemented in 
2015 and the second in 2017. The resul�ng scores and recommenda�ons 
on the different areas and indicators can be found here.

METHODOLOGY

https://index.fgu.bg/en
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Study areas and approach

The Index examines three main areas of ci�zen par�cipa�on, each of which 
in turn includes two separate indicators: 

The scores of the relevant indicators are the result of a discussion of a group 
of experts, which consists of representa�ves of civil society organisa�ons, 
ins�tu�ons and other experts working in different fields at local and na�on-
al level. The scores are based on previously collected informa�on and 
reports. According to the methodology, the expert group assigns a score 
from 1 to 6 with the following meaning:

INDEX PASSPORT – 2021

Domain Indicators

1.Ci�zen par�cipa�on
environment

2.. Prac�ces/ manifesta�ons
of ci�zen par�cipa�on

3. Effect/changes caused
by ci�zen par�cipa�on

1.1. Legisla�on
1.2. Ins�tu�onal environment

2.1. Ci�zen par�cipa�on ini�a�ves at 
na�onal and local level
2.2. Ac�ve ci�zens
3.1. Result of ci�zen par�cipa�on ini�a�ves
3.2. Change in the environment

Score

State of weak or
underdeveloped
ci�zen par�cipa�on 

State of developing
ci�zen par�cipa�on

State of developed
ci�zen par�cipa�on

from 1 to 2.99 from 3 to 4.99 from 5 to 6

A na�onally representa�ve survey "Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Index" 
conducted in the period 08-17.10.20211 by Alfa Research  Agency;

Developed an analysis of the legal framework for ci�zen par�cipa-
�on at local and na�onal level - November, 2021 developed by 
experts of the Bulgarian Center for Not-for-Profit Law;

1.

2.

1 The survey is representa�ve of the adult popula�on of the country (18+). It was implemented through a 
two-stage sample with a volume of 1000 effec�ve interviews, stra�fied by region and type of locality; the 
selec�on of respondents was done by quota based on the a�ributes of gender, age, educa�on. Method of 
data registra�on - direct standardized interview at the homes of the respondents with tablets.
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STATE OF DEVELOPING CITIZEN PARTICIPATION

Study areas, indicators and assessments in each area:

Overall assessment score of the Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Index in Bulgaria - 2021:

3.78

A survey conducted among representa�ves of civil society organiza-
�ons, informal civic groups and community centers in the period 
October - November, 2021. A sample of 67 valid surveys;

A survey conducted among representa�ves of local government, 
central government, representa�ves of monitoring commi�ees for 
opera�onal programs and local ombudsmen.  Period October – 
November 2021. Sample of 56 valid surveys;

Na�onal "expert group" held on 17.11.2021 to assess the indicators;

A report summarizing the results of the "Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Index", 
produced in November, 2021.

3.

4.

5.

6.

ScoreIndicatorsDomain

1.Environment of ci�zen
par�cipa�on

1.1. Legisla�on
1.2. Ins�tu�onal environment

3.25
3.17

Overall score:
3.21

2.Prac�ces/manifesta�ons
of ci�zen par�cipa�on

2.1. Ci�zen par�cipa�on ini�a�ves
at na�onal and local level.
2.2. Ac�ve ci�zens

4.42

4.33

Overall score:
4.38

3.Effect/changes caused
by ci�zen par�cipa�on

1.Result of ci�zen
par�cipa�on ini�a�ves.
2.Change in the environment

3.71

3.79

Overall score:
3.75
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The third assessment of the na�onal Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Index was 
conducted between September and November 2021 and covers three 
years - from 2019 to 2021 including. The socio-economic and poli�cal 
context in which the survey was implemented is characterized by several 
important features, without which its results cannot be correctly interpret-
ed. The main features of the environment can be summarised in the follow-
ing groups:

CONTEXT

The poli�cal crisis in the country, the most vivid expression of which 
was the civil protests in the summer of 2020 and which deepened 
a�er the failure of two successive parliaments to elect a government.

The crisis triggered by the Covid-19 pandemic, which at the �me of 
the survey is on the rise.

•

•

The economic crisis: rising energy prices - electricity, gas, fuel, 
infla�on and worries about the coming winter period, which are 
pu�ng further pressure on people and locking them into their most 
immediate problems, or conversely sporadic protest ac�ons to secure 
their jobs and businesses.

•

1

2

3

4

5

6

1.5

2.5

3.5

4.5
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Chart №1: Comparison of the overall score by domains and by year



9

The outlined socio-poli�cal situa�on in which this analysis has been 
prepared cannot be considered in isola�on. The �me frame of the study is 
characterised by a par�cular dynamics. It is marked by more monotonous 
periods of civic ac�vism, but also by momentary 'bursts' of civic energy - 
even the 2020 protests themselves had their own cyclicality with their 
peaks and rela�vely long periods of decline. We have witnessed civil discon-
tent from residents of the city of Pernik over the lack of water; demonstra-
�ons began to take place with varying intensity as early as 2018, which we 
brought under the general umbrella of 'protests of mothers of children with 
disabili�es'. The la�er led to the crea�on of new formal or informal civil 
society structures that transformed at least part of the civil sector, 
influenced the development of certain social policies, and had a direct role 
in the already repeatedly men�oned 2020 protests. 

At the same �me, over the past few years, the issue of reform in the jus�ce 
system seems to have se�led slowly, but methodically, in the public 
discourse and in the media space. In the period under review, this process 
can largely be linked to protest ac�ons - processions or 'marches' for 
jus�ce2, - which were not as large as the demonstra�ons of 2013 and 2020, 
but instead much longer, more permanent. As we have seen, the issue has 
also gained significance in the just-concluded elec�on ba�le for President 
of the Republic of Bulgaria. 

It should be acknowledged that protests and campaigns provoked by values 
rather than domes�c issues were also those against the adop�on of the 
Na�onal Strategy for the Child. These demonstra�ons, as well as the overall 
lack of quality dialogue and consistency in interac�on with civil society 
representa�ves, have proved capable of causing disrup�on in whole 
segments of society and in the civil sector in par�cular, affec�ng the image 
and legi�macy of organisa�ons and experts in the field of human rights.

What can be said in summary is that the crises have unleashed - or 
perhaps deepened - distrust towards parliament, poli�cal par�es, ins�tu-
�ons, experts and, indirectly, towards all actors in public life, but on the 
other hand, they have provoked a different kind and scale of ci�zen 
ac�vism.

2 Protest actions, which we associate mainly with the  Justice for Everyone Initiative. The demonstrations for 
justice reform began before the period under study, but for the purposes of the analysis we should note that 
since 2019 they have focused primarily on the process of the election of Ivan Geshev as Prosecutor General of 
the Republic of Bulgaria and his actions in this capacity.
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Overall environment score: 3.21

This area examines the extent to which the legislative and institutional 
environment supports and facilitates citizen participation.

Indicator 1.1. Legisla�on (legal framework); indicator assessment - 3.25

The analysis reflects legisla�ve changes within the 2019-2021 period covering 
new forms of ci�zen par�cipa�on or changes in the mechanisms for their 
implementa�on. 

During the period, there were no legisla�ve changes related to ci�zens' 
par�cipa�on in the standard-se�ng process within the framework of public 
consulta�ons on dra� regula�ons of the execu�ve power. There are two 
main laws in this area: the Law on Statutory Acts, concerning the par�cipa-
�on of ci�zens and organisa�ons in the dra�ing of laws and regula�ons at 
na�onal and local level, and the Law on Direct Ci�zen Par�cipa�on in State 
and Local Self-Government. With regard to par�cipa�on, amendments to 
the Rules of Procedure of the Na�onal Assembly were adopted during the 
period, with a significant change in the Rules of Procedure governing the 46th 
Na�onal Assembly with regard to par�cipa�on of ci�zens and organisa�ons. 
It provides for a mandatory public debate on dra� laws before they are 
considered by the commi�ees at first reading. It also provides for the crea�on 
of a single portal for submi�ng online pe��ons. 

With regard to ci�zen par�cipa�on at local level, the access of ci�zens and 
civil society organisa�ons to commi�ee mee�ngs is regulated in the rules of 
organisa�on and opera�on of individual municipal councils, insofar as Ar�cle 
28 of the Local Government and Local Administra�on Act provides for this 
legal possibility.

A good example and a step forward towards improving the quality and 
effec�veness of ci�zen par�cipa�on at local level during the period, is the 
adop�on of regula�ons on public consulta�ons in several municipali�es - 
Lovech, Kardzhali, Targovishte, Karlovo; dra�s of such regula�ons have also 
been submi�ed in Vratsa and Burgas. They are a kind of standardisa�on of 
the legal base, regula�ng in several separate laws the obliga�on of municipal-
i�es to conduct public consulta�ons and giving clear deadlines, procedures 
and tools for involving ci�zens and providing feedback on their proposals and 
opinions.

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS BY DOMAINS

DOMAIN 1:   Ci�zen par�cipa�on environment
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In rela�on to the environment for the development of civil society organi-
sa�ons (CSOs) as ac�ve par�cipants in the decision-making processes, in 
the period of analysis, the amendments to the Law on Non-Profit Organiza-
�ons came into force, related to the facilita�on of the registra�on of 
non-profit organiza�ons (with the Registry Agency), the establishment of 
the Civil Society Development Council (CSDC) as a consulta�ve body to the 
Council of Ministers, and the alloca�on of a Fund for the support of CSO’s 
projects of public importances.

Although the Rules of Procedure for the organisa�on and ac�vi�es of the 
Civil Society Development Council were adopted, which helped to launch 
the procedure for elec�ng members of the Council through electronic 
vo�ng, and in March 2020 the composi�on of the CSDC was elected, no 
decision was taken by the Council of Ministers to launch its ac�vi�es. In 
prac�ce, these changes, which entered into force 3 years ago, have not yet 
been implemented. There is no state strategy to support civil society, the 
CSDC has not been officially formed, there is no fund for civil ini�a�ves in 
the Republic of Bulgaria budget.

Along with this, due to the crisis caused by the pandemic, a huge number 
of NGOs found themselves unable to hold General Assemblies of their 
members. Despite the efforts of the Public Council at the 44th Na�onal 
Assembly and a serious advocacy campaign by CSOs, the MPs did not 
undertake changes in the Law on CSOs to enable the mee�ngs to be held 
remotely (through online communica�on pla�orms). This shows a 
complete neglect by the state, despite the available legal basis, and leads to 
a lack of policy, vision, financial and strategic support for the development 
of CSOs and civil society in general.

In terms of legal regula�on, the adop�on of Decree No. 132 of 5 April 2021 
on the coordina�on of the par�cipa�on of the Republic of Bulgaria in the 
‘Open Government Partnership’ Global Ini�a�ve can be seen as progress. 
This act regulated the long overdue forma�on of a coordina�on mechanism 
(Council) to improve the implementa�on and monitoring of the annual 
plans that Bulgaria adopts within the ini�a�ve. In 2021, the development of 
Bulgaria's fourth plan was launched and is expected to be adopted, thus 
(albeit with a long delay) signaling Bulgaria's con�nued membership in the 
ini�a�ve. 

In terms of access to public informa�on, there are no significant amend-
ments to the Access to Public Informa�on Act in the 2019-2021 period. 
However, recommenda�ons to ins�tu�ons to publish informa�on on 
important documents (e.g. plans, regula�ons, budget forecasts or reports) 
in a language that ci�zens can understand, to use documents in a 
machine-readable format, to standardise the model of ins�tu�ons' 
websites, where ci�zens should get quick and easy access to the informa-
�on that public authori�es are obliged to publish, con�nue3. 

One of the main priori�es for the work of the Public Council of the Commis-
sion for Interac�on with Non-Governmental Organiza�ons and Ci�zens' 
Complaints in the 44th Na�onal Assembly was the adop�on of a func�on-
ing Law on Volunteering. At the insistence of the civil society organiza�ons,
3 So in the Access to Information Programme (AIP) Annual Report for 2020: http://store.aip-bg.org/-
publications/ann_rep_bg/2021/aip_doklad-2020-end_CORR.pdf
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members of the Council, a group of MPs submi�ed a dra� Law on Volun-
teering, which received the support of all relevant ministries: the Ministry 
of Labour and Social Policy, the Ministry of Youth and Sports, the Ministry of 
Health, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Interior, the Ministry 
of Jus�ce and from 5 parliamentary commi�ees. However, the dra� law did 
not reach the plenary due to the fact that it was not considered at first 
reading only in the Commi�ee on Legal Affairs, which was the leading 
commi�ee for its adop�on. 

Thus, despite the consistent efforts of the Public Council and the broad 
public consensus on the importance and necessity of this law, highlighted 
all the more clearly during the COVID-19 crisis and the numerous volun-
teer ac�ons that accompanied it, the 44th Na�onal Assembly also failed 
to find the poli�cal will to pass this law.

Relevant to this analysis, including as sources, are two non-norma�ve 
documents adopted within the 2018 - 2021 period and directly related to 
ci�zen par�cipa�on. One is the Handbook for Ci�zen Par�cipa�on 
published in October 2019 and the other is the updated Standards for 
Public Consulta�on published in November 2019. However, they are s�ll 
largely unpopular among local na�onal ins�tu�ons and are mostly informa-
�ve and wishful thinking.

Indicator 1.2. Ins�tu�onal environment (state and non-state ins�tu�ons); 
indicator score - 3.17

The third edi�on of the survey "Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Index" confirms a 
trend that has been repeatedly iden�fied in recent years and, especially, in 
the current one - the total loss of trust in ins�tu�ons, par�es, the rule of 
law. In such an environment, mo�va�ng meaningful and effec�ve ci�zen 
par�cipa�on, i.e. one that would force ins�tu�ons to change their ways of 
ac�ng, is extremely difficult. On the contrary, the main danger is that such 
an environment generates an�-democra�c a�tudes, the spread of conspir-
acy theories, some�mes even sporadic protests, but at the same �me a 
retreat from sustained ci�zen par�cipa�on and the demand for account-
ability4 .

While this study also covers 2019, the results of the study are undoubtedly 
heavily influenced by the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. It can be 
summarized that despite - or perhaps just in response to - the deteriorated 
social environment on the one hand and the humanitarian needs generat-
ed by the pandemic on the other, 2020 is characterized by the building of 
quite a few new coali�ons of civil society organiza�ons and networks. At 
the same �me, networks and coali�ons that have existed for years con�n-
ued to be ac�ve5. In the context of an epidemic emergency, however, the 
ability of these groups to influence policymaking remained very limited.

„If it is not enforced, the legislation is not good”
expert focus group par�cipant 

4 Ciizen Par�cipa�on Index 2021, results of the third wave of a na�onally representa�ve poll, Alpha 
Research, October, 2021.
5 NGO Sustainability Index for Bulgaria 2020, Joint Report of the Bulgarian Center for Not-for-Profit Law 
and the European Center for Not-for-Profit Law.

https://www.parliament.bg/en/parliamentarycommittees/2592/standpoint/7426
https://www.strategy.bg/Publications/View.aspx?lang=bg-BG&categoryId&Id=294
https://www.strategy.bg/Publications/View.aspx?lang=bg-BG&categoryId&Id=296
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„Legislation is improving, but the perception is of theoretical possibilities 

that institutions do not use in practice, do not engage with."
Expert focus group par�cipant 

A common observa�on is that despite the existence of sufficient laws, 
standards and regula�ons, the environment for ci�zen par�cipa�on is 
declining. This is due to the unsystema�c or formal applica�on of the 
requirements of legisla�on by ins�tu�ons. Rather, par�cipa�on takes place 
'beyond exis�ng mechanisms' because they do not work.

„Citizens are used as a facade; the legal framework that regulates 
participation is wishful thinking and not implemented.“

Expert focus group par�cipant 
This trend is most evident in rela�on to those stages of par�cipa�on involv-
ing partnership and joint decision-making. The advisory bodies set up by 
the ins�tu�ons either do not work or do not produce sa�sfactory results. 
The Public Council of Commission for Interac�on with Non-Governmental 
Organiza�ons and Ci�zens' Complaints in the 44th Na�onal Assembly 
reports that, despite the �me, effort and exper�se, the majority of its mem-
bers' proposals have not been taken up by the Members of Parliament6. 
However, it is important to acknowledge that thanks to the members of this 
Council, the postponement of the entry into force of the Social services 
Law, the considera�on of the IMRO – Bulgarian na�onalist movement 
project for a restric�ve amendment to the Non-profit Legal En��es Act 
were stopped and the Bulgarian Sign Language Act was adopted.
Although regula�ons and na�onal legisla�on are evolving to regulate 
ci�zens' par�cipa�on in public consulta�ons and decision-making on 
important issues, these laws and regula�ons are not implemented or are 
used formally to legi�mise the process. 

„There is a noticeable regression of organized forms of citizen involve-
ment by institutions.  In response, there has been a boom in informal 

tools that different groups use to express their views."
Expert focus group par�cipant 

At the municipal level, there is a feeling that local authori�es are underes�-
ma�ng the opportunity, the resources they can a�ract if they provide more 
and be�er tools for ci�zen par�cipa�on. Despite being regulated in the 
municipal councils' regula�ons, the publica�on of the agendas of municipal 
councils and commissions is not always linked to a specific deadline, which 
limits the ability of ci�zens and representa�ves of legal en��es to par�ci-
pate in them, as well as to exercise their right to send wri�en opinions and 
proposals in a �mely manner. The dra� documents are not developed in a 
language accessible to ci�zens and are only rarely accompanied by informa-
�on on the ci�zens' contribu�ons to the prior consulta�on. The condi�ons 
for ci�zens to par�cipate remotely (during the pandemic) are not in place, 
which greatly limits their access to public consulta�ons. 

6 Report on the ac�vity of the Public Council at the Commission for Interac�on with Non-Governmental 
Organiza�ons and Ci�zens' Complaints of the 44th Na�onal Assembly, 2021.

https://parliament.bg/bg/parliamentarycommittees/2774/reports/12537
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A good example of the introduc�on of modern online methods for consult-
ing ci�zens at the local level is the implementa�on by the municipali�es of 
Kardzhali and Targovishte of the open source pla�orm Consul - a product of 
the largest digital democracy project. Through it, an opportunity for 
facilitated dialogue with ci�zens has been created - they can par�cipate in 
se�ng and discussing both the most important and everyday decisions of 
local authori�es in real �me. The pla�orm is used in more than 130 public 
ins�tu�ons in 35 countries worldwide.

The trend to create and further develop municipal funds to support 
community ini�a�ves/ini�a�ves of civil society organisa�ons and groups 
con�nues. Civic organisa�ons and local authori�es are also working 
towards the implementa�on of the so-called "Par�cipatory Budge�ng", 
where part of the municipal budget is allocated by ci�zens.

Very li�le awareness and par�cipa�on is reported in the process of devel-
oping Municipal Integrated Development Plans (MIDP). Despite the 
requirements of the Rеgional Development Act (RDA) for a broad consulta-
�ve process, the municipal plans for the period 2021-2027 have been 
developed virtually without the ac�ve par�cipa�on of ci�zens, even though 
their implementa�on directly affects their quality of life, work and educa-
�on.

As a posi�ve example, a huge pale�e of ci�zen par�cipa�on tools was used 
to develop the Program of Sofia, as the Integrated Development Plan for 
Sofia Municipality was called. The prepara�on of the plan was entrusted to 
the Municipal enterprise Sofiaplan by the Chief Architect of Sofia Munici-
pality. The Program of Sofia was developed in close coordina�on and 
interac�on with ci�zens, businesses, NGOs and administra�on. More than 
1500 stakeholders from a wide variety of fields have been involved in the 
different stages of the Sofia Agenda development as experts. More than 
100 mee�ngs and focus groups have been held with ci�zens, professionals, 
representa�ves of organiza�ons and ins�tu�ons. The strategy document 
was finalised a�er a wide public consulta�on7. 

7. h�ps://sofiaplan.bg/por�olio/programofsofia/ 

The role of the media 

In terms of sources of informa�on, na�onal television retains absolute 
primacy (in a pandemic the share of television even increases to 83%). 
There has been a significant increase (from 18% to 38%) in internet news 
sites, as well as in Facebook and Twi�er (from 13% to 32%). 

The growing importance of social networks as a tool for ci�zen par�cipa�on 
at both local and na�onal level is noteworthy - in recent years these 
communica�on channels have been increasingly instrumentalised for mass 
mobilisa�on in addi�on to communica�on (many protests are organised 
through Facebook 'events'). By comparison, in 2017, 31% of respondents 
indicated that they used social media groups to organize local ini�a�ves,

https://sofiaplan.bg/portfolio/programofsofia
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compared to over 50% for this survey. At the regional/na�onal level, the 
figures are almost iden�cal: 33% then versus 49% today. If a few years ago 
only the youngest age groups were informed by them, now their influence 
extends to the middle age groups, so they logically increase their overall 
influence with all the consequences of that - quick informa�on, but also a 
significant amount of unverified, manipula�ve facts, as well as fake news.

There is also a doubling (up to 9 per cent) in the tracking of certain blogs. 
Na�onal radio sta�ons saw an increase (up to 18%). Regional TV sta�ons 
also retain some influence (14%), but local radio sta�ons and print media 
are virtually collapsing. 

Media highlights during the period were:

The general feeling is that the na�onal media is dominated by 2-3 issues, 
mostly reflec�ng the official government's point of view. It cannot be 
overlooked that there have been a�empts to pressure individual journalists 
for their cri�cal stance8. At the same �me, during the period, the media 
promoted a series of strong corporate philanthropy ini�a�ves, with signifi-
cant resources invested in them, which have also to some extent "reas-
sured" ci�zens that wealthy companies and individuals can compensate for 
what they cannot do.

In the period under study, mainly among CSOs and some media in the 
country, a "shrinking" or transforma�on of civic space has begun to be felt 
and talked about intensively. Similar tendencies can be found in other 
countries of the European Union. These processes have common charac-
teris�cs, which we present here in general and in the context of the 
situa�on in Bulgaria in par�cular:

Poli�cal and corrup�on scandals;

COVID-19 crisis - vic�ms, lockdown, measures, vaccina�on;

The protests against the Prosecutor General and the Government in 
2020;

The series of elec�ons in 2021.

•

•

•

•

ineffec�ve dialogue on the part of ins�tu�ons and limited opportu-
ni�es for interac�on between them and civil society organisa�ons;

lack of results on key issues for the sector, such as the forma�on of 
a Civil Society Development Council and the elabora�on of a new 
Civil Society Strategy; 

•

•

8 For example, this was the case of Silvia Velikova, a journalist at the Bulgarian Na�onal Radio. In several 
interviews, she said that because of her con�nuous cri�cism of Ivan Geshev, who was nominated for 
Prosecutor General at the �me, in informal talks with the radio's management she was men�oned about 
pressure to remove her from the air. Source: OFFNews.

https://offnews.bg/medii/silvia-velikova-kazaha-mi-che-ima-natisk-da-bada-svalena-zaradi-krit-711089.html
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Similar to the Index - 2015 and 2017, the analysis again shows that the 
ins�tu�onal environment scores lower than the legisla�ve environment. If 
the levels of ci�zen par�cipa�on - informa�on, consulta�on, dialogue and 
partnership - are followed, it can be concluded that there has been a devel-
opment in our legal framework in the period under study in terms of 
dialogue and partnership, without this having led to a significant develop-
ment in the prac�cal implementa�on of these forms of par�cipa�on. At 
the local level, a more significant development of the regulatory frame-
work has been observed with regard to the consulta�on process on dra� 
regula�ons. This is mainly because the legal environment alone is not 
sufficient to guarantee quality and effec�ve interac�on between ci�zens 
and those in power.

Par�cipants in the study are of the opinion that ci�zen par�cipa�on is 
secured by a proper package of laws and regula�ons, but the problem lies 
in their implementa�on and ins�tu�onal understanding. Decision makers 
at both local and na�onal level s�ll perceive ci�zen par�cipa�on as an 
unnecessary extra effort that they have to prove they have gone through, 
rather than as a process of dialogue, enriching perspec�ves and tapping 
into ci�zens' resource of exper�se and informa�on.

It is important to note that two clear �melines emerged during the period 
of the study in purely ins�tu�onal terms. The first is up to the end of the 
previous regular cabinet and is characterised by serious constraints in the 
environment for par�cipa�on - mainly ins�tu�onal. The second part of the 
period is a�er the appointment of a caretaker government and during this 
�me of several months, a strong readiness and clear mechanisms for 
consulta�on with CSOs and experts in different fields can be reported.

the impact of an�-NGO rhetoric, reproduced by certain media, 
public and poli�cal figures and o�en based on false claims, which 
has led to the undermining of the pres�ge of individual representa-
�ves, but also of the sector as a whole;

a�empts to push through legisla�ve changes that threaten the 
normal func�oning and existence of NGOs;

a�acks on freedom of expression, including on individuals' social 
media posts;

an�-European messages challenging fundamental democra�c 
values, etc.

•

•

•

•

“The State abdicates norms that it itself has created.”
Expert focus group par�cipant 

The role of the media 

In terms of sources of informa�on, na�onal television retains absolute 
primacy (in a pandemic the share of television even increases to 83%). 
There has been a significant increase (from 18% to 38%) in internet news 
sites, as well as in Facebook and Twi�er (from 13% to 32%). 

The growing importance of social networks as a tool for ci�zen par�cipa�on 
at both local and na�onal level is noteworthy - in recent years these
communica�on channels have been increasingly instrumentalised for mass 
mobilisa�on in addi�on to communica�on (many protests are organised 
through Facebook 'events'). By comparison, in 2017, 31% of respondents 
indicated that they used social media groups to organize local ini�a�ves,
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Indicator 2.1. Ci�zen par�cipa�on ini�a�ves; indicator score 4.42

This is an area showing a very high increase in score compared to the 
previous period (from 3.91 in 2017 to 4.42 in 2021). The number of civic 
ini�a�ves is growing despite (or, because of) the lack of dialogue with 
ins�tu�ons. In other words, the overall trend of increasing civic engage-
ment is maintained, and almost all manifesta�ons of ci�zen par�cipa�on 
follow this growth, with different intensi�es and amplitudes over �me. As 
the results also show, the ac�vi�es of organised civil society and those of 
individual ci�zens have their par�culari�es.

What are the most common forms of ci�zen par�cipa�on?

In the context of the COVID-19 epidemic and the health and socio-econom-
ic consequences of its expansion, it naturally provokes those civic ac�vi�es 
that we associate above all with solidarity: volunteering, dona�ng and 
other forms of mutual aid. The crisis has brought out people's energy, 
strength, responsibility and empathy. During the emergency, ci�zens began 
to look for more direct ways than the formal ones to help themselves or 
people in need. Numerous civil society organisa�ons launched campaigns 
to raise funds, food, equipment and medicine, and business representa-
�ves also got involved. 

In the first period of the crisis, a large number of civic groups and organisa-
�ons reacted more quickly and adequately than the ins�tu�ons. Among 
the main reasons for this were their flexibility, the experience and rou�ne 
they had accumulated and the availability of already developed and tested 
mechanisms for providing support to groups and people in need.

Overall score: 4.38
This domain of the index aims to examine the extent to which prac�ces of 
ci�zen par�cipa�on exist and how ac�ve ci�zens themselves are.

DOMAIN 2: Prac�ces / manifesta�ons of ci�zen par�cipa�on 

“Philanthropy and volunteering have been on the rise since the outbreak 
of the epidemic, however these expressions of public activism are far 

from exhausting all forms of citizen participation."
Expert focus group par�cipant 
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Other (4.48%)
Local level protests (16.42%)
Filing requests for access to public informa�on (19.40%)
Filing signals to media regarding local (municipal) level problems (22.39%)
Filing signals and pe��ons to ins�tu�ons - local authori�es, local ombudsman, court, regional government, etc. (26.87%)
Pe��ons and subscrip�ons, incl. online, regarding public issues of local significance (34.33%)
Local level advocacy campaigns (41.79%)
Sending le�ers and posi�ons to local ins�tu�ons (49.25%)
Social network groups on issues of local significance (52.24%)
Forums and discussions on issues of local significance (79.10%)

Chart №2: In the past three years, has your organiza�on/group par�cipated in any of the 
following forms of civic engagement at the municipal level?

79.1%

4.48%

52.24%

49.25%41.79%

34.33%

26.87%

22.39%

19.4%

16.42%

9 "Set 1" comprises representa�ves of civil society organisa�ons, informal civil society groups and people's 
community centres (chitalishte), while "Set 2" comprises representa�ves of local government, central 
government, including representa�ves of advisory councils at local, regional and na�onal level, representa-
�ves of opera�onal programme monitoring commi�ees, local ombudsmen and representa�ves of the 
Na�onal Assembly, etc.
10 It should be borne in mind here that respondents were given the opportunity to choose more than one 
answer.
11 The graphs summarise the results of the survey for Set 1. Samples from the survey of representa�ves of 
Set 2 are commented later in the text. More data and findings from the surveys can be found in the survey 
analysis, which is available to read online on the Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Forum website (www.fgu.bg),  under 
the "To Read" tab.

Аccording to the data from the two surveys conducted by the Ci�zen Par�c-
ipa�on Forum in October and November 2021 among representa�ves of 
the civil sector (set 1) and ins�tu�ons (set 2)9, the par�cipa�on of organised 
civil society in ini�a�ves at local, regional and na�onal level over the last 
three years has taken a variety of forms10. As one can see from the two 
charts11 below, data on ac�vity at regional/na�onal level largely replicate 
those at local level. 

https://www.fgu.bg/en/
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It is noteworthy that the most widespread forms of ci�zen par�cipa�on are those 
enabling dialogue between mul�ple stakeholders, including with ins�tu�ons, to 
exchange experiences and share exper�se. In addi�on to the various discussion 
forums, the "tradi�onal" CSO ac�vi�es such as advocacy, addressing opinions and 
posi�ons to local and na�onal ins�tu�ons also have a significant percentage share 
and even show an increase compared to the previous survey in 2017. 

What is of interest in the survey data is the significantly lower involvement in 
protests at both local and regional/na�onal levels as compared to the forms of 
par�cipa�on already listed (16.42% of respondents each). However, this indicator 
also shows a posi�ve trend as to the previous survey12.

In terms of par�cipa�on in consulta�ve processes (in par�cular in public delibera-
�ons and consulta�ve councils), the trend is the same - a predominance of direct 
communica�on with ins�tu�ons, as well as par�cipa�on in working groups. A 
significant number of organisa�ons also point to the importance of public 
collec�ve opinions: when an organisa�on is unable to engage in a par�cular 
consulta�ve process, developing or suppor�ng a common posi�on on an issue of 
importance to it is seen as a significant mechanism for response and impact. The 
role of network organisa�ons is highly recognised here, membership being 
perceived tool for gaining representa�on in consulta�ve processes.
12 The report shows that of the respondents from set 1, 12.5% par�cipated in protests at the local level 
in 2017, and 11.7% at the regional / na�onal level.

Other (4.48%)
Par�cipa�on in Referendum campaigns (4.48%)
Na�onal level protests (16.42%)
Filing requests for access to public informa�on (16.42%)
Filing signals to media regarding regional or na�onal level problems (19.40%)
Filing signals and pe��ons to ins�tu�ons - regional governor, the parliament, ministries, agencies, the na�onal ombudsman, etc. (20.90%)
Na�onal level advocacy campaigns (44.78%)
Social media groups on topics of regional or na�onal significance (49.25%)
Sending le�ers and posi�ons to local ins�tu�ons (59.70%)
Pe��ons and subscrip�ons, incl. online, regarding public issues of regional and na�onal significance (59.70%)
Forums and discussions on issues of regional and na�onal significance (76.12%)

Chart №3 In the last three years, has your organisa�on/group par�cipated in any of the 
following forms of civic engagement at regional and na�onal level?

76.12%

59.7%

59.7%
49.25%

44.78%

20.9%
19.4%16

.42
%

16
.4

2%

4.48% 4.48%
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"...new, non-traditional forms are emerging, CSOs would do well to push 
institutions to make greater use of new, modern, including digital, forms 

to engage citizens, e.g. e-signatures, e-consultation platforms, remote 
meetings and meetings of the supreme body (SB) of organisations."

Expert focus group par�cipant 

Comparing with the data from the previous measurement of the na�onal 
Index, it can be summarized that, although by a small margin in this year's 
assessment, there is an overall increase. The most widespread form then 
again is "mee�ng with ins�tu�ons" (63% each), and the least common is 
par�cipa�on in the prepara�on or discussion of a preliminary impact 
assessment when legisla�on is changed under the Statutory Instruments 
Act (5% in 2017 vs. 7.5% in 2021).

It is worth no�ng here that one of the major factors affec�ng ci�zen par�ci-
pa�on is the lack of human and �me resources. This applies both to engag-
ing in exis�ng forms of public consulta�on and to ini�a�ng ac�vi�es that 
influence decision-making. A curious finding from the surveys is that 
ci�zens are more involved at the local level, but at the same �me their 
assessment of the quality of par�cipa�on in consulta�ons at the na�onal 
level is higher.

What is to be highlighted, however, is the shared feeling of formality of the 
consulta�ve events held, with organisa�ons seeing the greatest benefit in 
networking. We can also summarise from the responses that in most cases 
there is a lack of structure to the discussions, access to informa�on about 
their purpose and the opportunity to par�cipate online is limited, and 
feedback on the sugges�ons and comments provided was received from 
only 15% of respondents. Against this backdrop, however, it is worth no�ng 
that the vast majority of respondents to the survey for Set 1 had par�cipat-
ed in public discussions in person - a testament to the extremely high level 
of ac�vity of organised civil society in these forms of par�cipa�on.

Survey data suggests that ci�zen engagement through social networks is 
growing, but prac�ce shows that this form of par�cipa�on is highly unregu-
lated. The lack of clear rules for par�cipa�on and modera�on of public 
discussions on Facebook, a pla�orm essen�ally external to the ins�tu�on, 
can provoke discussions that do not lead to a direct result on the issue at 
hand, go beyond the boundaries of good manners, demo�vate the ins�tu-
�ons or, on the contrary, create an illusory picture of an approving (local) 
civil society.

The ins�tu�ons' view of ci�zen par�cipa�on largely reflects their own 
involvement. According to their representa�ves who completed the CPF 
ques�onnaire, the most frequently used forms of par�cipa�on are applica-
�ons under the Law on Access to Public Informa�on (76% at municipal and 
74% at regional/na�onal level), signals and complaints to the ins�tu�ons, 
par�cipa�on in pe��ons and protests.

We can summarize the following. With the excep�on of referenda, the 
other forms of ci�zen par�cipa�on show an increased ac�vity compared to 
2017. This can be explained by the lower number of respondents from the
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The data from the study give reason to believe that engagement during the 
Covid-19 crisis was of a pulsa�ng type - strong at the beginning, followed 
by demobiliza�on and closure, encapsula�ng the few most important 
strands that were of paramount importance to the individual and their 
immediate social community.

The tendency registered already in 2017 to concentrate civic ac�vity in 
one leading direc�on, philanthropy, is now in retreat.

CSO group compared to the previous survey. It, in turn, expresses trends or 
at least percep�ons of declining ac�vity for many organisa�ons. Thus, we 
can make the sugges�on that the increasingly smaller number of ac�ve 
CSOs are probably finding themselves in a situa�on where they should 
cover an even wider perimeter of ini�a�ves and/or topics, to be omnipres-
ent in the mul�dimensional field of ci�zen par�cipa�on.

Indicator 2.2. Ac�ve ci�zens; assessment score - 4.33

In addi�on to the formal and informal, but organized structures of civil 
society, it is of key importance for the forma�on of the Index score to exam-
ine the behavior of the individual, average ci�zen, on the basis of which we 
assemble a snapshot of public a�tudes on specific issues of public impor-
tance and outline the dynamics of civic ac�vity. 

According to the sociological survey conducted for the last year, the overall 
civic ac�vity is around 51%, which means maintaining the levels of 2017. 
Although with weak but steady growth, increased par�cipa�on in several 
types of ac�vi�es stands out:

•

•

•

•

Membership and par�cipa�on in Facebook groups. In 2021, 12 per 
cent were reported, up from 7 per cent in 2017, and among ac�ve age 
groups this share was 16 per cent;

Ini�a�ves in support of a specific cause. In this respect, there is a 
doubling compared to 2017 (from 5% then to 11% in 2021); 

Volunteering. Here, too, there is a clear upward trend as compared to 
the previous survey, and we can assume that at least part of this 
increase is precisely due to the growth of the ac�vity in many CSOs 
a�er the pandemic outbreak13; 

Par�cipa�on in protests (6%, 4%, 7%). The increase in this indicator - 
as we have also seen in formal civil society structures - is perfectly 
logical given the wave of protests in the summer of 2020 against 
corrup�on and the Prosecutor General and the series of protests in 
2021, primarily related to some of the measures implemented in 
response to the spread of Covid-19 and the effects of the epidemic.

13 There are interes�ng dynamics on this indicator. The data from the three Index eassessments are as 
follows: 6% for 2015, 4% for 2017 and 10% for 2021.
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Following the increased par�cipa�on in 2020 for this indicator and in terms 
of volunteering, as evidenced by other reports14, there is a change in 2021. 
This can be explained by the transi�on of the emergency situa�on triggered 
by the spread of Covid-19 from a momentary crisis to a permanent state of 
overall unpredictability, constraints of various kinds and growing challenges 
to human health and well-being. Albeit indirectly, the study shows that the 
strongest influence factor for this process has been social isola�on, current 
economic difficul�es and people's fears of not being able to face the 
coming hardships. 

We can formulate the hypothesis that in a period of economic boom and a 
calm social atmosphere, mass dona�on increases, while in a period of 
stagna�on and uncertainty the number of dona�ng ci�zens decreases. 
Among the groups most affected by the crises, par�cipa�on in dona�on 
ini�a�ves falls down most tangibly (two to three �mes).

We can formulate the hypothesis that in a period of economic boom and a 
calm social atmosphere, mass dona�on increases, while in a period of 
stagna�on and uncertainty the number of dona�ng ci�zens decreases. 
Among the groups most affected by the crises, par�cipa�on in dona�on 
ini�a�ves fell the most (two to three �mes). 

“Citizen participation is generally intensifying in periods of growth, and 
conversely, declining during an economic crisis.“

Expert focus group par�cipant 

Par�cipa�on in almost all other ac�vi�es and ini�a�ves remained at the 
levels recorded by the previous two surveys, with the usual slight sta�s�cal 
fluctua�ons. The percentage of people willing to par�cipate in ac�ons or 
campaigns to protect nature, to help orphans, to solve problems of the se�le-
ment or neighbourhood in which they live, in ini�a�ves to help the poor has 
been rela�vely stable over the last six years. The fight against corrup�on has 
grown in priority as this issue has become the focus of public a�en�on since 
last year's protests. However, there is a serious discrepancy between the 
importance of the problem (about 60% of adult Bulgarians define it as 
serious) and the s�ll low willingness (18.5%) to engage in ac�ons or ac�vi�es 
that may limit it.

In summary of this part, based on the surveys and expert focus group assess-
ment, it can be concluded that by 2021, among the unorganized civil society, 
the ac�vity in a number of direc�ons is stagna�ng or retrea�ng. Two sets of 
factors are behind this trend. Firstly, the health, economic and social crises 
triggered by the Covid-19 pandemic, which at its beginning led to a mobilisa-
�on of solidarity, empathy and mutual aid, but subsequently to the closure of 
people in their closest circles. 

Second, the growing erosion of trust in the poli�cal and the ins�tu�onal- 
unlike in 2017, this erosion now extends not only to purely poli�cal organiza-
�ons, but also to na�onal and non-par�san ones (including the president, the 
na�onal ombudsman, and even the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, universi�es,

14 See Report on philanthropy in Bulgaria in 2020 prepared by the Bulgarian Donors Forum (available online 
here), as well as the World Giving Index 2020 report (available online here).

https://www.dfbulgaria.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/%D0%94%D0%B0%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B5%D0%BB%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B2%D0%BE%D1%82%D0%BE-%D0%B2-%D0%91%D1%8A%D0%BB%D0%B3%D0%B0%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%8F-2020-f.pdf
https://www.bcause.bg/docs/givingindex/CAFWORLDGIVINGINDEX2021_REPORT_WEB2_100621.pdf


23

, hospitals, and so on). Inten�ons to engage in various forms of ac�vism also 
remain rela�vely limited and within the range observed four years ago. 
A�er the period of ac�va�on, a process of closure and a return to "stable" 
and rather difficult to break through levels of civic ac�vism is clearly under-
way. 
What is new, and what this study finds, is an increase in ac�vity in the core 
of engaged groups (middle-aged graduates, in large urban centres, and in 
experienced and established civic organisa�ons) and a decline among the 
wider layers of society. This trend speaks of effec�veness of results 
achieved in priority groups, but also of the distancing of others. As a result, 
a breeding ground for nega�ve campaigning towards CSOs and their ac�vi-
�es is emerging, although polling data from 2020 showed a momentary 
increase in public trust and support for CSOs15.
We can conclude that mobilisa�on around causes - and especially specific 
causes related to solving a problem and with the poten�al to form a group 
of supporters through the tools of the social web, will in all likelihood prove 
to be the strands that will drive civic ac�vism in the coming years. Expand-
ing the social groups that see meaning and commitment to civic ac�vism 
con�nues to be one of the challenges facing the en�re NGO sector.

“During this period, civil society has evolved despite the deinstitutionali-
sation of approaches and it is safe to say that we are seeing growing 

citizen engagement."
Expert focus group par�cipant 

Domain 3: Impact of ci�zen par�cipa�on

Overall impact assessment score: 3.75
This domain examines what the outcome of the ini�a�ves undertaken has 
been and whether this has led to a change in the environment - legal, social 
and ins�tu�onal.

Indicator 3.1. Outcome of civic ini�a�ves; score 3.71

CSOs' assessment of the impact and results achieved by the ini�a�ves during 
the period under review was overwhelmingly posi�ve, with only 6% respond-
ing that the ini�a�ve had not led to any result. There was no no�ceable 
change in the ra�ng for this indicator compared to the previous survey (from 
3.64 to 3.71).

15 The na�onally representa�ve survey "Public A�tudes towards Civil Society Organiza�ons, June 
2020", prepared by the Alpha Research Agency on behalf of the Bulgarian Center for Non-Profit Law 
(the report is available online here).

https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=http%3A%2F%2Fbcnl.org%2Fuploadfiles%2Fdocuments%2FReport_Final_Publ%2520final(1).pptx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
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The effec�veness of different forms of ci�zen par�cipa�on is assessed 
differently depending on the perspec�ve. According to CSOs and informal 
groups, the most effec�ve are discussions, advocacy campaigns and 
submission of signals to the media, while the view of ins�tu�ons is that the 
most effec�ve are submission of complaints, applica�ons for access to 
public informa�on and sending le�ers to ins�tu�ons. This result gives a 
clear signal of the different understanding and approach in the work of the 
two sides - informing and discussing the cases with the stakeholders before-
hand to find the best solu�on on the one hand or taking correc�ve ac�on 
as a result of public pressure on the other. Formal public discussions and 
consulta�ons prevail with li�le considera�on of ci�zens' views.

Yes, they have been achieved par�ally (57%)
We have achieved small and insignificant success (30%)
Yes, they have been fully achieved (7%)
The ini�a�ve lead to no results (6%)
No answer (0%)

Chart №4: Have the objec�ves of the civic ini�a�ves in which your organisa�on/group has 
par�cipated been achieved and to what extent in the last three years?

57%
30%

7%
6%
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52%
21%

36%

25%
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Sending letters and positions to institutions

Filing access to public information requests

Other online forms of citizen participation

Social media groups

Petitions and subscriptions, including online

Referenda

Filing signals and complaints to institutions

Sending signals to the media

Advocacy campaigns

Protests

Forums and discussions

Chart №5: Which forms of civic par�cipa�on yield the greatest results?

No significant correla�on can be reported between the effec�veness of 
ini�a�ves and their scale - na�onal or local. There is a slight predominance of 
opinions that local ini�a�ves are more effec�ve due to the closer and easier 
contact of ci�zens with the authori�es.

 “Dialogue with local authorities is more accessible and there are already 
different practices at local level facilitating citizen participation.“

Expert focus group par�cipant 

At the same �me, it is noted that the ins�tu�ons have used Covid-19 as a 
pretext to limit ci�zens' access and, consequently, the opportuni�es for 
ci�zen par�cipa�on and control, as well as its effects.

Indicator 3.2. Change of environment; assessment score 3.79

The score for this indicator shows a jump as compared to the 2017 score 
(from 2.91 to 3.79). Changing the environment is most important as it 
guarantees a stronger effect of par�cipa�on in the long term. Ci�zen par�c-
ipa�on is dependent on the way ins�tu�ons func�on as well as on the 
ac�vity of ci�zens and their organisa�ons, and therefore influences the 
ac�vi�es of both par�es.

“Civil society is not yet developed. Most members of society are not 
aware of their rights and obligations.”

Expert focus group par�cipant 
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Ci�zen consulta�on is s�ll seen by local authori�es more as a formal obliga-
�on than as a real step in local government processes.

According to CSOs, the biggest change during this period has occured in the 
direc�on of increasing their awareness and involvement, while according to 
ins�tu�ons the change has been mostly in the accumula�on of experience 
and in the fact that different organiza�ons and groups come together for 
common causes more o�en.

The following chart illustrates the changes that organiza�ons and ins�tu-
�ons observe in the performance of ins�tu�ons as a result of ci�zen 
engagement.

Chart №7: What changes do you observe in the work of ins�tu�ons as a result of ci�zen 
par�cipa�on?

Chart №6: What changes do you observe in the work of CSOs/groups as a result of ci�zen 
par�cipa�on? 
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There is a generally higher self-assessment of ins�tu�ons of the impact of 
ci�zen par�cipa�on on the quality of their work. Organisa�ons rate highest 
the possibility to take into account more views and various solu�ons, while 
ins�tu�ons also rate highly the improvement of transparency in their work. 
Compared to the previous edi�on of the Ci�zen Par�cipa�on Index, there is 
an increase in the scores for all sub-ques�ons of this ques�on, except for a 
slightly lower score in the CSO surveys for the increase in the quality of 
results. In some municipali�es, an increase in the interest of local authori-
�es in ci�zens' proposals is reported, but also their inability to cope when 
these are divergent.

"More often there is a result of increased citizen participation to stop 
some policies than - for constructive initiatives. There are no mecha-

nisms forcing the institutions to accept, to implement, to have conse-
quences of citizen initiatives."
Expert focus group par�cipant 

Only about one-fi�h of the respondents shared the view that ci�zen par�ci-
pa�on has brought about change in the poli�cal, economic and social 
context of the country. Although small, it is noteworthy that this is an 
increase of more than double as to the previous survey. According to the 
remaining nearly 80%, there has been li�le or no change. 

“Institutions and the government are not in the mood to change the way 
they work and especially the way they make decisions.”

Expert focus group par�cipant 
Despite the overall nega�ve assessment and the reasons given for the lack of 
major change, the responses also gave many posi�ve examples. Ci�zens and 
society in general have become more ac�ve. There has also been a change in 
the poli�cal context as a result of the 2020 protests. In the social sector there 
has been a posi�ve change as a result of the ac�vism and unifica�on of civil 
society organisa�ons.
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The analysis shows that the study period (2019-2021) can be divided into 
three �me stages. The first one is characterised by the "closure" of ins�tu-
�ons to the use of any interac�on tools, especially at na�onal level. The trend, 
which had started in the previous years, has led to an almost complete lack of 
audibility, both on the part of the parliament and the execu�ve. Even media 
access to MPs was severely limited.  Ci�zens' ini�a�ves, which require a lot of 
�me and effort, remain largely fruitless. 

The extraordinary situa�on caused by the spread of the coronavirus has 
succeeded in unleashing a number of values and virtues of par�cipa�on 
(philanthropy, volunteering) and in mobilising society in almost all its groups. 
This second sub-period was marked by a significant increase in the public 
trust in civil society organisa�ons and an increased level of solidarity, the 
sustainability of which, however, proved to be short-lived. 

The satura�on of the last fi�een months with protests, and the permanent 
elec�ons we have been in since the spring of 2021 provide the context for the 
last, third �me slot, which leads to a gradual encapsula�on of a larger part of 
the ci�zens and a focus on their personal problems. On the other hand, it is in 
this period, a�er the start of the work of the caretaker offices, that there is 
greater responsiveness and willingness for dialogue on the part of the ins�tu-
�ons.

CONCLUSION

Overal� scor�

Practice�
4.38Environmen�

3.21

3.78

Effec�
3.75
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Based on what has been said so far, we can draw the following main findings:

FINDINGS

Tradi�onal civic sector ac�vi�es such as advocacy, elabora�on and 
addressing statements, pe��ons, as well as the submission of 
signals, including the media, not only remain important, but the 
share of those who use these tools for par�cipa�on has even 
increased as compared to the previous survey in 2017;

Televisions remain a major source of informa�on, with the 
Covid-19 crisis even increasing their importance. At the same �me, 
the influence of websites and social networks is growing, with all 
their pros and cons. They are becoming an increasingly important 
source of informa�on not only for the young but also for the 
mid-agers, with enormous possibili�es for influence.

The importance of digital tools for par�cipa�on is increasing; 
however, this process is s�ll rather limited to the use of social 
networks;

Opportuni�es for live (face-to-face) interac�on and discussion 
between ci�zens/organisa�ons and ins�tu�ons, as well as within the 
civic sector itself, through par�cipa�on in forums, seminars, but also 
in public debates, are s�ll of great importance.

The research period marks a deepening distrust in ins�tu�ons, with 
the poli�cal crisis helping to deepen the ins�tu�onal crisis - on the 
one hand blocking ins�tu�ons from working with ci�zens, and on 
the other hand increasing ci�zens' and organisa�ons' frustra�on 
that dialogue does not produce any results. This affects ins�tu�ons 
at na�onal level mostly - Parliament, government, poli�cal par�es, 
ins�tu�ons in general. Although there have been new innova�ons at 
the norma�ve level related to crea�ng and guaranteeing spaces for 
dialogue between ins�tu�ons and ci�zens, in prac�ce these forms of 
interac�on are rather characterised by nega�ve trends and demo�-
va�on.

A legal framework is reported to be in place that does not work; 
tradi�onal instruments are formally applied and the lack of effect 
demo�vates par�cipa�on. There is a need to further develop and 
build on the mandatory elements for public consulta�ons, including 
at local level - in terms of the use of various forms of public consulta-
�on, compliance with the legal obliga�on to hold public consulta-
�ons at the dra�ing stage of the legal act, sufficient promo�on  and 
visibility of public consulta�ons and the possibility for ci�zens to 
par�cipate in them.

There is a lack of flexible, modern and adaptable par�cipatory 
approaches to involve ci�zens in consulta�on and decision-making 
processes at local and na�onal level. There is a need to develop the 
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The main recommenda�ons of the assessment of the Ci�zen Par�cipa�on 
Index 2021 are related to the establishment of guarantees for the effec�ve 
conduct of public consulta�ons and ci�zen par�cipa�on ini�a�ves in gener-
al and the implementa�on of their results. Approaches should also be 
sought to secure administra�ve and financial resources for public consulta-
�ons, including for providing ci�zens with the necessary informa�on so that 
they par�cipate in a well-prepared and mo�vated manner in decision-mak-
ing processes that affect them.

legal framework, and hence the prac�ces, on the use of different 
digital tools for ci�zen par�cipa�on, which will contribute to making 
it easy, fast and accessible to more ci�zens and organisa�ons on the 
one hand, and effec�vely, openly and transparently led by the 
ins�tu�ons on the other.

Despite the efforts of many ci�zens and organisa�ons, no law on 
volunteering has yet been adopted to regulate the broad and direct 
involvement of different age groups in mutual aid ac�ons and 
support for causes.

The exis�ng legal obstacles to direct ci�zen par�cipa�on prevent 
this democra�c tool from being used by civic groups, organisa�ons 
and ini�a�ve commi�ees, and only allow large economic, media 
and poli�cal en��es to do so. Legisla�ve changes are needed to 
create the condi�ons for the effec�ve exercise of these forms of 
par�cipa�on. Changes should resolve the problems of the high 
requirements for the validity of referendums, the large volume of 
data that is processed on paper and, above all, the commitment of 
the responsibility of public authori�es to take specific ac�on in 
accordance with the referenda decisions. 

There is a lack of vision and strategy of the state for the develop-
ment and support of civil society and ci�zen par�cipa�on. The 
failure to form the Civil Society Development Council, despite the 
legal requirement, is a sign of the refusal of the ins�tu�ons to 
conduct a permanent, predictable, and open dialogue with civil 
society organisa�ons on issues that affect the development of the 
sector as such.

The organisa�on and conduct of public consulta�ons, as well as 
the work of the advisory councils, are s�ll rather nega�vely evalu-
ated. Limited access to informa�on on the purpose of the discus-
sions, the possibility to par�cipate in mee�ngs online, the lack of 
comprehensibly prepared materials and feedback on the proposals 
given are a major factor in discouraging par�cipa�on. There are no 
legal guarantees for the real and effec�ve implementa�on of the 
envisaged forms of par�cipa�on and their development.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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RECOMMENDATIONS TO NATIONAL-LEVEL INSTITUTIONS:

RECOMMENDATIONS TO INSTITUTIONS AT MUNICIPAL LEVEL:

Launch the Civil Society Development Council and develop a Civil 
Society Support Strategy;

Adopt and launch the implementa�on of a Na�onal Ac�on Plan 
for the Open Government Partnership ini�a�ve, which includes 
measures to improve the environment for ci�zen par�cipa�on 
and CSOs;

Development, public consulta�on and adop�on of a Law on 
Volunteering;

Development, public consulta�on and adop�on of amendments 
to the Law on Direct Ci�zen Par�cipa�on in State and Local 
Government;

Improve accessibility to the government's public consulta�on 
website - strategy.bg, including improving the process of prepar-
ing materials that make public consulta�on accessible to ci�zens;

Improve the access to the work of the Na�onal Assembly, through 
the establishment of a Parliamentary Commi�ee for work with 
ci�zens and civil society organisa�ons and a func�oning Public 
Council a�ached to it and through the crea�on of a dedicated 
ci�zens' sec�on on the Parliament's website.

Introduc�on of new, including digital, tools in the work of municipal 
administra�ons and accompanying informa�on and training 
campaigns promo�ng their implementa�on;

Crea�on of incen�ves/standards/requirements for administra�ve 
staff to improve the quality of their work with ci�zens;

Adop�on and implementa�on of regula�ons for effec�ve public 
consulta�on at local level;
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RECOMMENDATIONS TO CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANIZATIONS:

Mobilize CSOs, leveraging exis�ng and crea�ng new networks and 
coali�ons, to take proac�ve ac�on to defend democra�c values and 
achieve meaningful public goals;

Harness and mobilize the civic energy generated during the period 
for par�cipa�on through all forms, tradi�onal and new, to organize 
ini�a�ves in defense of common significant and visible public 
causes;

Organise broad informa�on and media campaigns on the usefulness 
and types of ci�zen par�cipa�on tools, showing posi�ve examples 
and working models;

Conduct con�nuous consulta�ons with ci�zens on the use of differ-
ent tools and methods for ci�zen par�cipa�on, including organising 
discussions on how and what new methods should be developed 
and offered to ins�tu�ons.



Sofia, November 2021
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