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Introduction and methodology

m [n the Republic of Moldova, as in the case of other countries following a similar
political-economic trajectory, the role of civil society started to become manifest
only after the state became independent and sovereign, and freedom of speech
was granted to its citizens.

Civil society began to express itself actively in different ways in all former Soviet
countries or under Soviet influence only after the changes of the 90s (Muresan
2023; Brie—Costea—Petrila 2023; Brie 2017).

The representatives of civil society generally struggle to limit any form of direct
or indirect abuse attributable to political power. In addition, they initiate measures
aimed at strengthening democracy and developing a culture based on free socio-
cultural expression, while also making efforts to narrow gaps in terms of devel-
opment within society at large. Development incongruities can be the result of
regional policies, and economic, cultural, and/or political influences. However, dif-
ferences in socio-economic development may also be associated with the absence
of concrete and constant projects, designed for the integration and inclusion of
vulnerable groups within society.

Over time, many challenges experienced by societies have been addressed more
promptly by civil society, compared to state bodies that are generally slowed down
by procedures in their attempt to solve emerging issues. Sometimes the church
acts as a civil society organization (Petrila—Tepelea 2022: 64). At other times, civil
society acts through a common voice, exerting pressure on the political power to
change or correct impending concerns (Petrila—Popescu 2023) or by combating
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acts of manipulation by certain political groups that intend to impose other politi-
cal agendas (Pantea 2023).

Concerning social inclusion, only a prompt response to a particular problem
is generally insufficient as more complex mechanisms are required to understand
thoroughly the categories facing social exclusion caused by unsatisfactory or in-
sufficient public policies. Considering these challenges, civil society organizations
play an extremely important role in constantly identifying specific opportunities,
funds, and actions aimed at the socio-economic inclusion of vulnerable groups, but
also in developing support networks (hubs) that eventually lead to organic socio-
economic development.

Our study starts from the premise that civil society plays not only an important
role in supporting social inclusion but also makes a crucial contribution to it, thus
generating well-being for the whole community. From a methodological point of
view, this investigation aims at a qualitative analysis of the issues, realities, and so-
lutions concerning certain vulnerable social groups in the Republic of Moldova, to
contribute to social inclusion and gain the expected effects. Thus, after reviewing
the literature and highlighting some conceptual elements, the survey will move on
to identifying vulnerable population groups and their needs for socio-economic
integration and inclusion. Finally, it will illustrate some of the contributions made
by civil society organization representatives to the lives of the categories men-
tioned above.

Literature review and conceptualization of civil society and socio-economic
inclusion as agents of development

Defining civil society has proved to be a rather difficult task, both practically
and academically. In most cases, civil society is perceived as an entity that performs
at least two basic functions: the provision of services and advocacy (Polgar 2023).

The concept of civil society (Anheier 2014) has evolved. Therefore, by civil soci-
ety, we refer to that framework in which groups, movements, and associations are
organized and strive towards promoting certain interests (Putind—Brie 2023) and
identifying deficiencies in society. Civil society refers to all forms of social action
undertaken by individuals or groups that are neither connected to nor managed by
state authorities. From Cohen and Arato's perspective, civil society represents the
framework in which and through which democracy can expand and where rights
are won or regained. Also, the actions of civil society are considered victories of
society against the state. Also in their understanding, civil society is also a sum of
social interactions aimed at solving the shortcomings of development or reducing
gaps (Cohen-Arato: 1992).

Today, when we refer to civil society it is important to take into account
recent economic and political developments as communities are increasingly di-
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vided, inequality is increasing, and populists have gained ground even in advanced
democracies. Restrictions on freedom of expression are increasingly common, and
recent tensions in international politics have eroded trust in civil society organi-
zations. However, making ideas about civil society more central can clarify many
of the issues caused by these recent phenomena as well as societal polarization
(Edwards 2019). A civil society organization is an organizational structure whose
members serve the general interest through a democratic process. It also acts as
a mediator between public authorities and citizens. Article 15 of the Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union (EU) acknowledges the role of civil society in
the good governance of the European Union. Article 11 of the Treaty on European
Union stresses the need for the EU to maintain an open, transparent, and constant
dialogue with civil society organizations, for example when preparing proposals
for EU legislation (Euro-Lex 2024).

Anthropological studies indicate that today's civil society organizations (CSOs),
formerly called associations, date back millennia and emerged with the global
spread of agricultural communities and societies in the Middle East. Johns Hop-
kins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project (Johns Hopkins Centre for Civil Society
Studies 2024) compiled an inventory of contemporary associations (CSOs) in 45
countries. Among other things, Hopkins' research revealed that CSOs in the United
States have always been linked to democracy-building efforts. Alexis de Tocqueville
was impressed by the multitude of associations that held that young society to-
gether in the absence of Old-World hierarchies. Besides the USA, only the northern
European states come close in percentage to the number of CSOs found in the US
(Davids—Meijs 2020)! This reality is worth highlighting through a correlation with
the fact that most of the organizations supporting civil society in the Republic of
Moldova, regarding socio-economic inclusion, were predominantly established in
the aforementioned countries.

According to Linz and Stepan, civil society is the most important framework for
transition states striving to consolidate democracy, since a vibrant civil society can
ensure the monitoring of state power (Linz—Stepan 1996).

In the Republic of Moldova, a series of obstacles correlated with socio-econom-
ic inclusion are still present. Each individual, regardless of their vulnerability, must
be treated as an active member of society. This requires permanent updates and
improvements in the educational system and, within society at large, about peo-
ple’s needs (Racu—Cebotaru 2018; Marian et al. 2022).

After the 1990s, changes in the structure of society in the Republic of Moldova
generated at least two negative consequences. The initiated reforms led to income
differentiation and widespread poverty, which continue to be major social prob-
lems in modern Moldova. Poverty is more frequently found in rural areas and small
towns. In the absence of public policies aimed at minimizing such public issues, civil
society is called to play an important role in efforts aimed at the socio-economic
inclusion of deprived individuals and groups (Belibova 2016).
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In the process of transition to a democratic society, the roles of the citizen/civil
society are particularly important elements for both political democratization and
economic freedom (Ciot 2023). A need for radical and rapid change in the men-
tality and behavior of the majority of the population in terms of civic and social
involvement and responsibility has come to the fore. Researchers usually point to a
rather low participation rate, as a large part of society does not take direct action.
However, such efforts are necessary for ensuring the normal functioning of the
community at large and implicitly the activity of the state (Brie 2021; Putina—Brie
2023; Stoica 2013).

By social inclusion we understand the process of improving the conditions that
allow individuals and social groups to integrate within society, thereby improving
the quality of life and increasing opportunities for development and respect for
the dignity of disadvantaged, vulnerable groups (the situation of these groups will
be discussed in subsequent sections).

Social inclusion is important not only as an end in itself but also because ex-
clusion generates extremely high costs. How social inclusion is articulated and
what constitutes exclusion has a strong temporal dimension. The concept of social
inclusion moves the analysis of poverty beyond merely identifying correlations,
with the view to uncovering its causes (World Bank eLibrary 2024). While social
exclusion generates multiple indirect costs, social inclusion generates social cohe-
sion and economic development. Along with civil society organizations, we have
multiple examples of private actions by citizens in different parts of the world
who, through their involvement, transform community challenges into develop-
ment opportunities (Sipos—Patca—Blajec—Béarza 2023).

The State of Civil Society in Moldova

According to the 2021 Nations in Transit Score, Moldova had the highest score
for "civil society" among all "democracy" score components (Freedom House 2021).
The adoption of the law on non-profit organizations in 2020 is the most important
change for the CSO environment in the Republic of Moldova. The total number of
CSOs reached 10.966 in 2020 (CSO Meter 2020). As of September 2021, there were
14.748 non-profit organizations. Of these, 10.668 were public associations, 200
private institutions, and 470 foundations. Nationwide, about 41% of active CSOs
implement activities in the fields of social protection and education. Consequently,
the main target groups and beneficiaries are youth, children, and citizens as a
whole. In addition, people with disabilities, women, children, and elderly people are
among the most important groups targeted by the Moldovan CSOs (European Un-
ion Roadmap for Engagement with Civil Society in The Republic of Moldova 2021).

The presence of a significant number of foundations and associations about
a relatively small population reveals the acute need for third-party interventions
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alongside those of the relevant ministries that deal with community problems in
the Republic of Moldova. Apart from the organizations that focus on actions and
projects aimed at strengthening democracy and European integration, which is
necessary in the region, we could observe that an extremely important percentage
of organizations (41%) activate and develop projects in the field of social protec-
tion. As mentioned above, the existence of civil society organizations is a natural
response to the needs of society. (Herta 2023) For example, the challenges of
socio-economic inclusion are an important concern for civil society.

The situation of vulnerable groups in the Republic of Moldova

Inequality and vulnerable groups in society are defined and analyzed from dif-
ferent perspectives: gender, age, ethnicity, disability, territory (urban and rural envi-
ronments), finance, and education.

The Inter-agency Network for Education in Emergencies defines vulnerable
groups as segments of the population that are more likely to experience harm,
discrimination, or disadvantage due to various factors such as social, economic, or
geographic location, gender, age, ability, or physical circumstances. These groups
include children, older people, individuals with disabilities, women and girls, ethnic
and racial minorities, LGBTQIA+ people, immigrants and migrants, refugees, and
displaced persons (Inter-agency Network for Education in Emergencies 2023; So-
cial Protection & Human Rights 2015).

Other sources (The American Journal of Managed Care 2006: 348-352) include
economically disadvantaged people, racial and ethnic minorities, children from
low-income families, the elderly, the homeless, people with HIV, and those with
other chronic health conditions, as well as people suffering from severe mental
illness, in the category of vulnerable populations. Rural residents, who often en-
counter barriers to accessing healthcare services might also be integrated into the
aforementioned group.

The "Unequal Moldova" report, produced by the Chisinau-based Centre "Part-
nership for Development" (Centrul Parteneriat pentru Dezvoltare 2021a), identi-
fies inequalities in Moldovan society based on an analysis of the positive and
negative effects associated with each area and aims to improve the situation of
marginalized and vulnerable groups by promoting the principle of equality and
non-discrimination in the development and implementation of public policies. The
analysis starts from the premise that, in a society where the discrimination and
exclusion of some groups are not present, the weight of positive and negative
effects should be equal for all groups, and the existence of differences reflects
the degree of inequality among those groups. Inequalities were examined in five
relevant areas: income — analysis of poverty and income levels; community services
— access, cost, and quality of local services (water and sanitation, street lighting,
waste management); participation — level and availability of participation in local
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decision-making; health — access to health insurance and basic health services;
safety — perceptions of personal and community safety and the prevalence of
gender-based violence.

Income inequality, access to social services, and access to health services

The main source of income in the Republic of Moldova is wage activity (50.7%),
followed by income from social benefits (20.3%, of which 15.8% are pensions) and
income from individual agricultural activity (78%). Transfers from abroad contrib-
ute 12.0% of disposable income formation.

The structure of disposable income differs by category, depending on the so-
cio-demographic characteristics of the households and the area of residence. Thus,
there are differences between urban (average monthly income of 5355.3 lei/per-
son) and rural (35284 lei/person) areas regarding the socio-economic status of the
household (wage earners and self-employed in non-agricultural activities exceed
the average income, while pensioners and self-employed in agriculture are below
this level) (National Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of Moldova 2023a: 23).

The significant and growing poverty level of Moldovans is indirectly affected by
inflation, which reduces purchasing power. In addition, inflationary costs are un-
evenly distributed across people with different income levels, thus having a greater
negative impact on certain vulnerable groups.

Low- and middle-income households tend to be more vulnerable to inflation
than richer households, as food and energy products account for a larger share of
consumption in low-income households (the product categories with the highest
price increases in recent years). The inflationary surge in 2021-2022 has hit more
strongly both low- and middle-income urban households. The explanation lies in
the fact that rural households while recording high values of food and energy con-
sumption, have higher income in kind, which allows them to cover a larger share
of their expenses (Fala 2022: 7-9).

Poverty levels are higher among vulnerable groups compared to the general
population, the persons with disabilities, Roma people (and within these groups,
women are poorer than men), and children (especially those from large families in
urban areas) being more strongly affected by it. Household size and the number
of children in the household often determine the level of vulnerability of both
households in general and of the households with children in particular (Centrul
Parteneriat pentru Dezvoltare 2021a: 3-4; National Bureau of Statistics of the Re-
public of Moldova 2023b: 7-8).

There are also significant differences between women and men in terms of earn-
ings. According to the Gender Equality Index 2023, the gender pay gap has been
constant in recent years in the Republic of Moldova. In monetary terms, this inequal-
ity has worsened, with women's annual financial loss being much higher than that
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of men (21,092 MDL in 2022 compared to 10,550 MDL in 2013). Gender inequality
has also increased significantly in terms of income from self-employment in non-
agricultural activities: only 34% of entrepreneurs are women, this gap being the re-
sult of women's limited access to resources and financial capital, along with barriers
in accessing investment resources (Centrul Parteneriat pentru Dezvoltare 2023: 9).

Public policies aimed at maintaining the income of the population at an ap-
propriate level have generated some positive effects (increase in the minimum
pension; increase in the guaranteed minimum wage in the budget sector; provision
of compensation to cover energy payments during the cold season; adjustment
of the legislation on wage transparency, including the definition of the gender pay
gap and the obligation for employers to inform employees and authorities about
the gender pay level). However, these actions proved insufficient to protect the
population's income and moderate inflationary developments (Fala: 2022: 10-12).
Moreover, the actions were not aimed at reducing disparities between the general
population and vulnerable groups, making it necessary to implement effective
solutions and concrete measures to better target social assistance and compensa-
tion, and wage transparency measures so that disadvantaged groups may effec-
tively benefit from them.

Although access to social services has increased over the last decade, certain
groups continue to be disadvantaged. Households in rural areas, where most of
the population lives and where the poorest families are found, have twice the
rate of access to services compared to those in urban areas and contrast to the
high-income population. Vulnerable groups have even less access to community
services (women, the elderly, poor rural households, Roma people, and people
with disabilities), which makes them live in precarious conditions, or perform basic,
time-consuming tasks that do not provide them with the material and financial
capacities to connect to services (Centrul Parteneriat pentru Dezvoltare 2021a: 4).

The Government of the Republic of Moldova is currently in the process of im-
plementing the reform of the social assistance system, which prioritizes the crea-
tion and development of social services, with a focus on uniform and equitable
access to services throughout the state for all vulnerable categories of the popula-
tion. At the same time, it recognizes the need to create partnerships with civil soci-
ety organizations, which will contribute to improving the social protection system.
Thus, the project "Promotion of CSOs as partners in the development of resilient
social services", funded by the European Union, will be implemented in the period
2023-2025. It aims to increase the access of vulnerable groups to laundry, personal
hygiene, and social services (Ministry of Labour and Social Protection 2024).

The main challenge of the health system in Moldova is the coverage of compul-
sory health insurance. Health insurance coverage is directly proportional to income
levels and is higher among the urban population. Poorer population groups and
Roma people do not have health insurance, the main reason being unemployment
and limited financial possibilities (National Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of
Moldova 2022: 32-35; Centrul Parteneriat pentru Dezvoltare 2021a: 20-21).

CiviL SzemLE = 2025/1. 201



The cost of services is one of the main factors preventing people from access-
ing healthcare. Households that include people with disabilities and poor house-
holds have the lowest capacity to purchase health services, with around 40% of
these households being in a position to renounce seeking health services due to
lack of money or inability to cover the cost of medicines. Financial reasons, which
generate a reluctance to access health services, are complemented by other caus-
es, which vary by group: mistrust of health workers and lack of time (more pro-
nounced for women), informal employment (rather characteristic of men), which
limits their social security (Centrul Parteneriat pentru Dezvoltare 2021a: 22—24).

In this area, too, vulnerable groups are most at risk of not being able to benefit
from the facilities ensured by the state, for reasons of social status, gaps in educa-
tion, or lack of financial means.

Although the level of awareness in terms of the population's rights in accessing
public information, as well as the level of information about the work of the public
administration, has increased in recent years, vulnerable groups, in particular peo-
ple with disabilities, the elderly and the Roma population, continue to have a lower
level of participation and involvement in the decision-making process. The main
causes for such a situation are poor accessibility of infrastructure and information,
limited transparency of local public administration, or the perpetuation of discrimi-
natory practices against the Roma population. Disability, age, and ethnicity are im-
pediments to more effective involvement and participation in decision-making. At
the same time, education and income levels influence the access to information as
regards the activity of public administration (Centrul Parteneriat pentru Dezvoltare
2021a: 28-35; Centrul Parteneriat pentru Dezvoltare 2021b: 8).

Table 1. Participation Index in the Republic of Moldova

General population 0.17 0.21
People with disabilities 0.14 0.19
Roma citizens 0.13 0.17

Source: Centre "Partnership for Development" (2021): Social Cohesion in the Republic of Moldova 2021. Chisinau: 8.

The table above (Table 1) shows that the degree of participation and involve-
ment in the decision-making process within the state structures of the Republic
of Moldova has increased for each social category between 2018 and 2021. An
extremely important role in the process of increasing the degree of participation
among vulnerable people has been played by civil society through projects that are
aimed at social inclusion and, implicitly, at economic development.
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Actions of civil society organizations in the Republic of Moldova contributing to
the process of socio-economic inclusion.

The data presented above also highlight the progress made in recent years
towards reducing certain inequalities to which vulnerable groups are exposed (in
terms of access to community services, security, and participation). However, the
persistence of significant inequalities demonstrates the inability of the authorities
to address the specific problems of these groups and the existence of a gap in in-
clusive public policies. This gap can be reduced by attracting projects and funding
from representatives or collaborators of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs). Such
activities complement the process of shaping and implementing public actions
and policies. In many cases, civil society has made up for the lack of response or
insufficient public policies of the state, and, at the same time, some civil society
actions have led to constructive reactions in terms of creating or supplementing
new public policies or implementing projects that can address sensitive social chal-
lenges. The means at its disposal include (Ciocan 2019: 34): informing people from
vulnerable groups about their rights, stimulating them to solve the problems they
face and participate in the decision-making process; facilitating dialogue between
citizens from vulnerable groups and public authorities, creating mechanisms that
influence public policies; using participatory techniques to collect data on the is-
sues that lie at the basis of public policy proposals, or to evaluate current public
policies.

Vulnerable groups (pensioners, people with disabilities, Roma citizens, women,
rural citizens, individuals with smaller incomes, young NEETs?) have a lower per-
ceived level of safety, as they are at greater risk of experiencing situations that
affect their safety (violence in public spaces, verbal violence, domestic violence,
gender-based violence, different forms of bullying, isolation, social and economic
vulnerabilities, and inequalities, etc.) (Centrul Parteneriat pentru Dezvoltare 2021a:
35-39).

Figure 1. Evolution of NEET youth rate by age group, 2021-2023

%

2021 2022
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2021 2022 2023
| Il ] v | I ] \" |
Ages 15-24 18.3 18.1 16.0 16.3 19.5 16.5 17.0 15.8 12.0
Ages 15-29 29.0 27.4 26.0 23.2 26.7 26.1 27.1 24.7 20.0
Ages 15-34 33.2 31.3 29.4 27.8 30.3 29.8 30.1 28.7 26.6

Source: National Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of Moldova (2023c)

The graph (Figure 1) shows how people included in vulnerable groups can evolve
positively. Of course, these interventions are also made through state authorities,
but organizations representing civil society have an important role in reducing the
number of those who may be included in vulnerable or at-risk groups.

Over the years, civil society has contributed, on several occasions, through con-
crete projects and actions, to the process of socio-economic inclusion in the Re-
public of Moldova.

A successful example is the project entitled Civil Society Contributing to Econo-
mic and Social Development. Among the objectives of this project, one can men-
tion: supporting the reform of the Labour Code to ensure an inclusive labor market
through advocacy, training, and coaching of CSOs, SMEs, and final beneficiaries.
Another objective is to improve the business environment by promoting different
methods of employment and entrepreneurship, including social entrepreneurship,
along with other development and monitoring objectives. The project received al-
most $2.5 million and was funded by the European Union with co-financing from
Sweden. Important results include the creation of 81 new jobs in different areas of
Moldova, including in the Gagauzia region (Fundatia Est-Europeana Moldova 2024).

Another example of action is the project Civil Society Contributing to Inclusive
and Sustainable Economic Development in the Republic of Moldova, funded by the
European Union and co-financed by Sweden. The project is implemented by the
East-Europe Foundation, through which grants have been awarded for the sub-
project Economic Empowerment and socio-vocational integration of NEETs with
disabilities. The program supports several entrepreneurship funds that provide
technical and financial assistance for the economic activities of NEET youth and
also funds 10 consortia of civil society organizations that develop and provide in-
clusive employment services for vulnerable groups. The project ensures funding for
the creation and development of 15 social enterprises that will integrate vulnerable
people into the labor market and will fund six regional business support centers
(Moldopres 2024).3

Keystone Moldova organization is probably the most important representative
of civil society that is actively involved in the field of economic and social inclusion
actions in the Republic of Moldova. It promotes the social integration of people
with disabilities, children with special educational needs, and persons at risk.
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In addition to actions implemented directly with vulnerable groups, Keystone
Moldova has implemented major projects supporting other civil society organiza-
tions, with less capacity to act, so that they can complete different projects, thus
contributing to the development of sustainable community support networks.

Activities within the project entitled Civil Society Organisations Acting for Better
Social Services began in 2021 and are expected to continue until the end of 2024.
This project is financed both from European funds and with the support of other
foundations. It aims to increase the capacity of 40 social CSOs to develop and
implement sustainable social services for vulnerable groups, while also creating an
enabling environment for ensuring the financial sustainability of social CSOs and
strengthening the role of civil society in creating inclusive communities (Keystone
Moldova 2023).

Keystone Moldova implements another program, which is important, both in
terms of impact and funding: Promoting CSOs as partners in the development of
resilient social services, a project that aims to make sure that at least 1500 people
from vulnerable groups will benefit from social services. The project also attempts
to increase the capacity of 15 CSOs and LPAs (Local Public Administrations) to
develop resilient, inclusive laundry, personal hygiene, and social services for vulner-
able groups (Keystone Moldova 2024)*.

Another relevant project was implemented in 2020-2022, whereby eight civil
society organizations received support from the European Union to promote gen-
der equality and combat violence against women and children. The project had a
budget of over €5 million (UNICEF 2020).

Like the other countries in Eastern Europe where modern democracy has little
history, the Republic of Moldova faces a series of challenges regarding the consoli-
dation of democracy and fundamental rights. On the one hand, society is divided,
on the other hand, the border war makes the democratic processes more difficult
to implement. In this sense, civil society representatives come up with applied
solutions for certain vulnerable social categories. From what we presented in our
study, we tried to show the role of civil society through different organizations
regarding the social inclusion process. Our study has some limitations because
these organizations mostly describe the projects and objectives, but on the other
hand very few present the final results with the actual impact, and the country-
level reports on the activity of the civil society organizations present their actions
in a summary way. Thus, our study with its limitations is nevertheless novel and an
important starting point for further exploration of the topic.
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Conclusions

According to the report entitled Civil Society Actors as Factors of Change in the
South Caucasus and Moldova, published by People in Need (Komm-Zamejc—Terzi
2021: 30-46), civil society has assumed the role of initiating projects in areas less
addressed by the authorities and focused on solving specific problems. In this con-
text, CSOs from the Republic of Moldova collaborated with local public authorities
and focused on aspects such as local development, economic development, youth,
women, and social services. Moreover, they have continuously contributed to rais-
ing awareness and monitoring the implementation of the EU-Republic of Moldova
Association Agreement, supporting the acceleration of the country's European
integration process (Government of the Republic of Moldova 2024).

Such actions enhance the positive image of CSOs within the community, built
on their ability to bring resources to regions and areas that are underfunded by
the public budget. This capacity is currently being strengthened by the adoption,
by the Government, on November 1, 2023, of The Civil Society Organizations De-
velopment Program 2024-2027 (CSODP 2024-2027), which has as its main objec-
tive the improvement of the state's cooperation mechanisms with civil society
organizations, the development of communication and coordination platforms
and an increase in the financial sustainability of CSOs (Government of Republic of
Moldova 2024).

Although the Republic of Moldova has a high score on the "civil society" indica-
tor as a component of democracy, the relatively small number of CSO initiatives
and projects is determined by the difficulty of identifying funding sources. In this
context, the CSO sector is dependent on external funding. The most important
financier is the European Union, followed by the United States Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID), the United Nations Development Program (UNDP),
and other UN agencies (USAID et al. 2020). In addition to external support, fund-
ing sources include traditional local donations, support from the business domain,
crowdfunding, SMS or online donations, the percentage designation mechanism,
state support, membership fees, and economic activities, including social entre-
preneurship (CSO Meter 2023). The main beneficiaries of projects initiated by
civil society are young people, children, the elderly, and people with disabilities
(European Union Roadmap for Engagement with Civil Society in The Republic of
Moldova 2021).

Societies that still go through a period of strengthening their democracy while
also facing multiple geopolitical challenges seem to have a much greater need for
CSO interventions and concrete actions. In the Republic of Moldova, there is still a
struggle regarding political influence and direction. Such contexts are detrimental,
particularly to those who belong to vulnerable groups, and are not considered a
priority in the policies and public actions developed by the authorities. Against the
backdrop of an urgent need for the socio-economic inclusion of these groups, civil
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society organizations have proven to be the right solution and an ally for vulnerable
people, who need to benefit from the necessary integration, which involves broad
inclusion and is expected to have positive and constructive long-term results.

Based on the present study, we might conclude that civil society organiza-
tions play an extremely important role in eliminating or reducing social gaps and
disparities. Social inclusion not only solves the problem of social exclusion, which
is very expensive, but it also generates well-being and development on several
levels. The role that civil society plays in reducing the problems of societal security
is even more important the more often security risks are discussed in the context
of European enlargement (Dolghi 2013).

In addition, the study provides valid arguments supporting the initially formu-
lated hypothesis: civil society plays not only an important role in terms of social
inclusion but also contributes to it essential way, thus generating well-being for
the whole community. Civil society organizations represent an essential actor of
democracy, economic freedom, and sustainable development, being an important
source of information and representativeness for citizens' needs, as well as a basic
pillar for strengthening democratic institutions, improving the decision-making
process, ensuring transparency and responsibility in governance.
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Notes

T We refer to the number of organizations and not to the number of people involved in these

organizations.

2 We refer to the number of organizations and not to the number of people involved in these
organizations.

8 The project is ongoing until spring 2025.

4 Other projects of Keystone Moldova Foundation can be found on https://www.keystone-
moldova.md/ro/projects/.
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