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Abstract

Bearing in mind the importance of civil society engagement in the process of Eu-
ropean and Euro-Atlantic integration of Montenegro, advocating for higher trans-
parency and accountability of Government, therefore local governments, is highly
needed in order to have quality outcomes of the relevant laws, strategies and action
plans. Foremost, enhancing quality cooperation of the public and civil sector can
ultimately bring value added to above mentioned processes.

A critical role of the civil society is not a new concept, but in certain parts of the
country, where strictly adversarial roles between governments and CSOs exists, or
where civil society is less robust, such a role for civil society can be quite challenging.

In Montenegro, high dispersion of civil society organizations, dealing with the dif-
ferent aspects of a society development, is witnessed. As well, the power of civil
society sector in Montenegro is quite dispersed, therefore, it should primary rely on
the level of cooperation developed within the local government.

Enhancing cooperation of the Government with CSOs on many levels, is one of the
main priorities under the initiative Open Government Partnership. This partnership
acts as multilateral initiatives aimed at strengthening the partnership between state
institutions, civil society organizations, citizens and other stakeholders that will act
in the interest of citizens with primary focus on the development of transparency
and sustainability.

In this point of time it is crucial to examine the position of civil society organizations
in regard to level of cooperation with local authorities, and vice versa, in order to
create quality, evidence-based recommendations.

Therefore, this policy paper intends to address the need for better cooperation of
the civil society organizations on local level, and in line with the priority referred
to - activities enabling NGOs outside capital cities to get engaged in Open Gov-
ernment issues.

To create positive synergies on national level, cooperation of CSOs and Governments
on local level, has to be supported by transparency and accountability, which will
have a positive impact on the course of society advancement.

Podgorica, 2016
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BACKGROUND

Many civil society organizations in Montenegro, still face the difficulties in accessing
and collecting data from public authorities, when needed for a particular program
creation, coordination or research. The reasoning can be found in the fact that Law
on Free Access to Information, many institutions still do not perceive it as a binding
legal document, which leads the uneven application of the same.

As well, it is perceived as difficult to obtain relevant information unless documents
are up to date and published on the web pages of local governments and other
local public authorities, which is an issue to examine further.

Quality of the civil society and local governments cooperation is negatively affected
in long-term, if the Law on Free Access to Information is not respected from both
sides, which creates further pressure within different stages of society progress. Many
CSOs find it hard to obtain an information, since the time frame for receiving the
response on request for free access to information, in most cases, is not respected.

Therefore, there is an existing need for raising awareness of the importance of the
free access to information and transparency of the local governments.

CSOs must assure the good cooperation at the local level, not only with citizens,
but within local governments.

On the other hand, successful cooperation of the local governments with the CSQOs,
utmost has a positive impact on strengthening the capacities of local governments
and transfer of knowledge and know-how.

Within the Action Plan for Open Government Partnership for Montenegro, section
Commitments, priority no. 12. refers to: "Direct contact with non-governmental or-
ganisations - Government authorities will ensure continuity in appointing contact
persons for cooperation with non-governmental organisations and make available
data on the contact persons on its websites.”

In line with the OGP for Montenegro and stated priorities, focus has to be on anae
lyzing the framework of the public and civil society cooperation on a local level and
achievement of following objectives:

1. Asustainable and efficient cooperation established on a local level, therefore
fostered exchange of information between local governments and CSOs;

2. Raised awarness on the need for transparent and accountable information
sharing between local governments and CSOs, in order to create positive
synergies;

3. CSOs interactions with local municipalities and data availability increased,
and application of the Law on free acess to information enhanced:;

4. Social media tools excersised in order to inform CSOs and wider public on
local municipality actions and decisions;

1 Open Government Partnership - Action Plan for Montenegro, section Commitments on page
10, can be found at: http:/www.opengovpartnership.org/country/montenegro/action-



5. Higher level of involvement of CSOs in the decision making process, on local
level, via timely and comprehensive informing by the local public authorities.

Since OGP recognizes that all countries will be starting from different baselines, within
this policy paper, the emphasize will be on transparency of the local governments
in terms of the freely available information and open data standards, as a basic
conditions for the quality cooperation between the CSOs and local governments.

METHODOLOGY

This policy paper is produced as a part on extensive research focused on 1) coop-
eration of CSOs with local authorities under the principle of open communication
and access to information and 2) openness of the local authorities and enabling
the CSOs to be in the decision making processes by timely and comprehensive
informative activities.

Within first phase, the drafting of the survey was undertaken. It consisted of four
parts:

| Assessment of the availability, comprehensiveness, volume and quality of infor-
mation provided by the local authorities to local CSOs; defining the scope of use
of Law on free access to information by the local CSOs;

[l Assessment of the communication of local authorities with CSOs and involvement
of the same in the decision making process, by available means of communication
- web site, social media, contact person etc;

[l Assessment of the knowledge and awareness of the Open Government initiative
and relevant Action Plan for Montenegro, so as the work of the relevant WG in
Montenegro;

IV Proposing recommendations for improvement of the framework of cooperation of
CSOs and local authorities, in terms of free access to information, timely informing
and the Open Government Partnership initiative.

The inquiry was sent to up to three CSOs based across 23 Montenegrin munici-
palities, dealing with the variety of programs, with the aim to collect, analyze and
present both quality and quantity data and to explore the position of CSOs at the
local level, so as the level of their influence on local government actions. On the
other hand, the level of inclusion of the local CSOs in decision making process by
the local authorities, has been evaluated.

The policy brief focus is on the need for advocating better cooperation of CSOs
with local governments and vice versa, in line with Open Government Partnership
and within the examples of good practice. Therefore, main findings and recom-
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mendations will serve to all relevant stakeholders, primarily public and civil sector
in order to improve existing framework of cooperation. As well, it will be of use to
the media and academic community, in order to raise awareness on the importance
of improving cooperation on local level, based on the principle of open communi-
cation and free access to information. Another objective is informing on the Open
Government Partnership initiative.

FINDINGS

Main findings of the research are collected by accessing the answers and recom-
mendations given under the four survey sections, by the relevant CSOs , across
central, south and northern part of Montenegro.

. When it comes to availability, volume, comprehensiveness and quality of
information provided by the local authorities to local CSOs, it is witnessed:

Low level of availability of information. The informative tools are negatively
marked by CSOs, in terms of timeliness and availability. There are few exam-
ples of good practice, such as Municipality of Danilovgrad and Municipality
of Tivat.

The highest level of discontent, when it comes to the transparent and timely
informing of the CSOs by the local self-governments, is perceived in the
north municipalities of Montenegro.

CSOs put a great effort in being informed on the local municipality actions by mainly
three channels: local radio broadcasting, contacting officials in the local municipality
secretariats or via newsletters of the other CSOs.

The local radio broadcasting shows are mainly labeled as quality and timely
informative tools.

When it comes to the secretariats’ officials, even though there is a satisfy-
ing level cooperation and relevant and open information sharing, as well
communication with employees in local government is enabled, only 2 local
municipalities have stated contact person for communication with CSOs of
their website.

The newsletter of the local CSOs provided, so as the newsletter of NGO Centre
for development of CSOs, are marked as a good tool for sharing information
and enhancing communication.

On the other hand, when it comes to the volume and the quality of information
provided to CSOs by the web presentation of local municipalities, it is marked from
very bad to decent.



Mainly, website of local municipalities, as stated, serve for informing on activities
such as tours, meetings, project event etc. of the municipality management.

It is highly observed that all these activities are not specific and measurable suc-
cesses of local governments, and even less useful information for citizens, business
and the NGO sector. Therefore it is found that:

®  The website sections of the local municipalities, dedicated to civil sector, are
nor updated or easy to find/access.

= The percentage of municipalities who have no updated section “CSQO” is 70%.

= Mainly. information available refer to announcements of availability for allo-
cation of funds to CSOs with criteria and finally a rank list.

®  Social media tools and website services such as “Ask municipality” are only
formally available, with no regular feedback.

The local governments web page, as an informing tool about the local CSOs pro-
grams, activities, initiatives, is not used for purpose of comprehensive and timely
sharing of a relevant and valuable information, that can serve to CSOs in order to
network, integrate or act on a local/national or even regional level. As well, 80% of
local self-governments do not have even basic information about the name/vision/
mission/activities and contact of the registered and active CSOs on local level on
their website.

The CSOs cooperation, not only with local self-governments, but across civil sec-
tor, would be enhanced if their programs and activities are promoted by the local
government through the available means of communication. Therefore, the share
of good practice and quality information would be enabled.

Concretely. the local governments could benefit too, by strengthening their admin-
istrative capacities, if they would be involved in educational and training programs
of CSOs. It is possible only if the exchange of information is more practiced.

On both sides, it would be an opportunity to reflect on obstacles and strengths of
the both local CSOs and local self-governments and to improve the framework of
the functioning of both civil and public sector on local level.

Il. When it comes to the use on Law of free access to information, it is found that:

m | ocal CSOs do not use the Law on free access on information to an extent
that could benefit their aims to receive, use and communicate the valuable
information.

= Those who use the Law in a fair extent, within the discussion on the quality
of the answers provided to the local CSOs, based on the responses to the
Requests on free access to information - it is mainly stated that information
are not comprehensive.

®  Across municipalities, there is an existing negative trend which shows that
common responses on the requests on free access to information, were given
in order to satisfy legal form, rather than the public interest of the citizens.

It also shows that because of inadequate answers, or because of not receiv-
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ing answer at all, local CSOs reduced the use of requests for free access to
information or completely stopped submitting them.

®  The highest level of dissatisfaction with the functioning of the Law on free
access to information is witnessed across northern Montenegro.

A positive example, as stated, is Capital City of Podgorica, which provides
adequate and timely answer when the requests are submitted, so as the
Municipality of Kotor.

The selectivity is a phenomena which is present when it comes to the both infor-
mation available on the web-site of the local municiplaities or the information given
by the means of communication, such as 1) email or 2) responses on the requests
for free access to information.

When it comes to the Law on free access to information, even though some short-
comings are witnessed, CSOs describe it as fair and adequately designed in terms of
its potential for good, fair and open communication and the free flow of information.

On the other hand, it is considered that Law itself can not function if it is not con-
sistently applied by both CSOs and local governments.

Ill. Assessment of the communication of local authorities with CSOs and in-
volvement of the CSOs in the decision making process, by available means
of communication - web site, social media, contact person etc. showed that:

®m | ocal governments are not accurate in publishing the Calls for membership
and participation in the Working groups.

Those who are, do not give a regular feedback on the work of the WG, re-
ports, planned and undertaken activities etc.

It is also witnessed, that even within WG established, meetings are either
not on a regular basis, feedback is low and follow up almost does not exist.
As well, the proposals of CSOs representatives in the WG of local self-gov-
ernments are mainly ignored, as survey show, which is an issue to examine
further.

®  Mainly, communication is developed via e-mail. But those CSOs who are
not involved in the work of the WG and have programs related to the field
of WG, can not accurately access or receive comprehensive information via
web presentation, emailing, or social media tools of the local governments.

®m  The participation of CSOs in consultations, decision-making, planning and
creation and implementation of strategic documents of local self-govern-
ments is on low level, mainly because of three factors discussed: 1) low level
of information provided by the local governments 2) low level of communi-
cation with appointed contact person with CSOs.

Except the fact, that the respective CSO member, as a representative of the civil
society in the WG, is in charge of timely and open share of information, the better
effect would have the timely publishing of relevant documents, strategies and action
plans produced by the WG, on the web presentation of local governments.



CSOs explain that across those local municipalities who appointed the official for
communication with CSOs, their communication is fair, which proves that this concept
works. Therefore in future it would be good to improve basic conditions for fair and
accurate communication, therefore the share of information, data and good practice,
first by appointing person for communication with the CSO, and there where exist,
organize frequently meetings in order to address the main concerns of both sector
in regard to their cooperation.

As well, it would be of great benefit to launch e-consultation of different processes
between public and civil sector on local level, in regard to planned or undertaken
activities.

On the other hand, the CSOs should put greater efforts in receiving feedback when
they propose activities in the working program of local municipalities, within formu-
lation of strategic documents or financial planning in regard to allocation of funds
from local self-governments to local CSOs.

As well. CSOs must put greater effort in advocating higher level of inclusion in
the local planning, decision making and follow-up activities, by 1) formal means of
communication - use of request for access of information, meetings, strategic plan-
ning and proposing joint initiatives and 2) informal meetings; providing the regular
update of activities, programs, its results and impact made; networking across civil
sector and than lobbying within public sector for higher level of openness of public
authorities on local level.

To conclude, higher level of cooperation is witnessed with officials from local self-gov-
ernments who are appointed in secretariats than the ones officially in charge of
communication with CSOs (where they exist). Therefore, the cost-effective strategy
for a communication of CSOs and local self-governments must be developed, and
adequate positions, in charge of the strategy implementation, defined.

Specific reason related to the previously said is that it is time consuming for each
and every CSOs to individually communicate with the different secretariats of the
local governments and vice versa. Furthermore, this creates a huge gap in continu-
ity of undertaking informative and educational activities, and has a negative effect
on the cooperation because it is established only in short term - “when needed”.

Creating a communication synergies, involving CSOs in decision making and in-
formative and educational activities on local level, could positively affect the local
governments and CSOs inter-municipal cooperation, so as the cooperation on a
national level.

IV. Assessment of the knowledge and awareness of the Open Government ini-
tiative and relevant Action Plan for Montenegro, so as the work of the OGP
WG in Montenegro, showed that:

®  The awarness and knowledge of the Open Government Partnership is on
low level. CSOs mainly stated that they are not aware of the vision, mission
and concrete program in regard to this initiative

®  The awarness and knowledge about the Action Plan for Open Government
Partnership for Montenegro is on low level. Local CSOs as well state that they
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not familiar with the work of the Operating team of Montenegro in charge
of the Partnership for Open Government initiative for Montenegro.

®  The awarness and knowledge about the position of local CSOs and the pos-
sibility of cooperation with the local governments in the framework of the
Partnership for Open Government and relevant Action Plan for Montenegro,
ison low level.

m  As well, the level on being informed on the possibility of contribution to
the activities within the Action Plan, expansion of cooperation with local
governments in regard to this particular initiative, is on low level so as the
level of knowledge of concrete activities to be implemented under the Open
Government Partnership.

The OGP intiative, as an as multilateral initiative, aims at strengthening the partnership
between state institutions, civil society organizations, citizens and other stakeholders
that will act in the interest of citizens with primary focus on the development of
transparency and sustainability.

Therefore, this initiative must be primarily promoted on a local level, in order to
create quality national synergies based on cooperation and share of good practice.

Since the most important objective is to serve the citizens, by quality informing of
the same, this initiative has to be promoted and adequately accessed on local level.

Both CSOs and local governments must ensure quality communication and cooper-
ation with an aim to create concrete impact by using the OGP principles as a basic
ones for mutual understanding and cooperation.

At first, the level of knowledge about this initiative must be raised by the local
governments actions.

In addition, CSOs should use this initiative as a tool for advocating a better cooper-
ation with local governments, esspecialy in regard to the priority stated in the OGP
Action Plan for Montenegro.

This is related to improving direct contact with non-governmental organisations
by the government authorities, and ensuring continuity of the communication by
appointing contact persons for cooperation with non-governmental organisations
and making available contact data of the contact persons on the local governments
website.?

In montenegrin Action Plan for the OGP, it is stated that the Government of Mon-
tenegro has already recognised the significance of cooperation and establishment
of partnerships with non-governmental organisations for further development of
Montenegro and its process of association to the European Union; In addition to
building a democratic and open society, the Strategy for cooperation wtih non-gov-
ernmental organisations also defines the improvement of transparency of work of
administration authorities, preservation of independence and significance of the
role of NGOs, creation of partnership relations between NGOs and government

2 Open Government Partnership - Action Plan for Montenegro, can be found at:
http://www.opengovpartnership.org/country/montenegro/action-plan



institutions, creation of institutional mechanisms for improvement and further de-
velopment of cooperation and mutual communication and improvement of work
conditions for NGOs.

Therefore, the findindgs of the survey done are worrying in the terms of not recog-
nizing the importance of this initiative, therefore not using it as an advocacy tool
for creation and emprovement of partnership between NGOs and government
institutions, primarily on local level.

CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Practicing the openness of the local government authorities, cherishing the trans-
parency principle in engagement of NGOs in processes of creating public policy
acts, joint projects and presentations, as some of the main principles on which the
AP for the OGP in Montenegro relies, should contribute to the better understanding
and closer cooperation of the Government and civil society, therefore recognizing
the need for joint actions and strengthening of confidence in each other.

Previously said is primarily valid on local level, in order to create quality communi-
cation and cooperation, which will lead to an action focused on making a positive
impact on a course of a society advancement.

Therefore, recognizing the need for advocating better cooperation of local CSOs
with local authorities, primarily on local level, would have a positive impact on the
implementation of the OGP Action plan.

Recommendations:

® /t/srecommended to appoint contact person for communication with CSQOs,
across local governments. Where the contact person is present, improve its
collaboration with the CSOs.

m  (Create the section dedicated to the work of the local CSOs, on the web
presentation of local governments. Where section is available, update the
relevant information on existing and registered CSOs, contact, their main
programs.

Within this section make available relevant documents, strategies and ac-
tion plans that can serve to functioning of CSOs, as well for improving their
cooperation with local authorities. The section should be regularly updated
with calls for memberships in WG, joint initiatives, participation at tenders,
allocation of funds and national and regional networks.
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Within this section, make available the links of the web pages of the CSOs
on a national level, separated by the program fields.

B /mprove and exercise social media tools, so as web services such as “Ask
Municipality”, in order to share timely and comprehensive information.

®  /mprove the email communication and regularly update newsletters.

. Respect the Law on Free Access to Information, in terms of prompt and
comprehensive share of relevant information, based on open data principle.

®m  [ocal self-governments should avoid selectivity when it comes to the both
information available on the web-site or the information given by the differ-
ent, formal means of communication.

m  (CSOs should exercise the use of the Law on Free Access to Information to a
higher extent, in order to obtain relevant information and improve cooperation.

®m  (CSOs should put efforts in receiving feedback when they propose activities
in the working program of local municipalities, within formulation of strategic
documents or financial planning in regard to allocation of funds from local
self-governments to local CSO:s.

m  (CSOs must put greater effort in advocating higher level of inclusion in the
local planning, decision making and follow-up activities, by 1) formal means
of communication 2) informal meetings and lobbying activities.

m  The cost-effective strategy for a communication of CSOs and local self-gov-
ernments must be developed. by mutual cooperation of the both sides.

m  Activities dedicated to raising awareness and knowledge about the Open
Government Partnership and relevant AP for Montenegro, should be more
often implemented on a local level.

®m  Enable activities dedicated to raising awareness and knowledge about the
position of local CSOs and the possibility of cooperation with the local gov-
ernments, in the framework of the OGP initiative.

By accessing the level of communication and cooperation of the locals CSOs with
local governments, we witness many irregularities: sometimes CSOs are not dedicat-
ed to sharing information received from the local authorities, with their colleagues
from the civil sector; it is also common that CSOs misinterpret it, limit the share of
information or far worse - they do not search for information on the right place or
their mean of communication is inadequately designed.

On the other hand, capacities of the local self-governments are quite limited when
it comes to collaboration with local CSOs, due to lack of administrative and financial
capacities. Where this is not the case, and some framework for cooperation is es-
tablished, the quality tools of communication still have to be developed from both
sides, such as basic use of email, newsletters, presentations and accurate share of
valuable information.

All of the previously stated creates communication gap, which finally produces mis-
trust among citizens in activities and services of both public and civil society sector.



Therefore, improving the initial contact of both CSOs and local governments has to
take place so as higher level of inclusion of the local CSOs in the decision making
process in order to tackle issues that primarily relate to improving the standard
of the local citizens and empower the trust in the system, that it can create basic
conditions for every citizen to be informed and involved on a local level.
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