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Editors’ Note
We decided to come together to tell the story of some of the inspirational women that
we worked with to bring about transformative change in their political parties and
societies. They reflect on the power of relationships, access to networks, resources,
means of influence and best practice that enabled them to make a difference.
We would like to thank Besima Borić, Tanja Fajon, Cvetanka Laskova, Karolina
Leaković and Radmila Šekerinska for openly sharing their experiences with us.
These are their stories and the opinions expressed are theirs and do not necessarily
represent the views of the parties, organizations or the editors.
Sonja Lokar and Nabila Sattar MBE
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What is not counted does not count.1 This goes for women's strategies for social and
gender equality. If they are not documented, they will disappear into oblivion. That is
the premise behind this paper. Sonja Lokar and Nabila Sattar came together to
record the testimonies of women activists, reflecting on the difference they were able
to make to pave the way for a woman’s place in politics in South Eastern Europe.
These women have seen that citizens in post-conflict Balkan transition countries live
in often vulnerable democracies where the rule of law has been weakened, with high
rates of poverty, unemployment, corruption and violence. Parliamentary political
parties are predominantly centred around “strong” autocratic leaders. Yet within this
there are stories of inspiration, of women who have brought about transformative
politics, and change in political priorities. To be able to do so, they had to change
themselves, to develop new ways of cooperation with different political actors within
and outside their countries, to change their parties, electoral systems, and
governmental policies.
Now the COVID-19 pandemic has further exposed systematic and structural
inequalities but also opened an opportunity to build back better, fairer, more just and
equitable societies. After nearly two decades of their work, more remains to be
done. These women want to tell their story, that change is possible.
Who are these women?
These are the personal testimonies of seven women, who often worked together in
different national, regional, and broader international activities and endeavours. Two
of them are the most prominent current social democratic women leaders from the
region -Tanja Fajon, President of the Social Democrats (Slovenia) and Radmila
Šekerinska, Defence Minister (North Macedonia).Three are long term social
democratic political activists - Besima Borić (Bosnia & Herzegovina), Karolina
Leaković (Croatia), and Cvetanka Laskova (North Macedonia). Sonja Lokar,
(Slovenia) is a former Executive director of the CEE Network for Gender Issues2
(1998-2018) and Nabila Sattar is the former International Projects Secretary of the
British Labour Party. These are their stories as feminist activists who fought
together for gender equality in their political parties and their societies.
They have crossed paths as their respective parties in South Eastern Europe (SEE)
transitioned in often challenging circumstances. For instance, in North Macedonia, in
2017 both Radmila Šekerinska and Zoran Zaev, then party leader and now Prime
Minister were physically attacked during a parliamentary debate3. Besima’s party, the
1

Sonja Lokar first heard this term at a UN Commission on the Status of Women event
The network promotes the empowerment of women and gender equality objectives into social democratic,
progressive and left political party policies and programmes. CEE Gender Network - The Central and Eastern
European Network for Gender Issues
2
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Around 200 protestors stormed the parliament building after Talat Xhaferi was elected speaker
injuring SDSM leader Zoran Zaev. Radmila Šekerinska, deputy head of the SDSM, required stitches after being
hit in the head with a metal stick and then dragged by her hair. With 2 hours delay, the police had to deploy
stun guns to break up the mob. Macedonian police fire stun grenades after protesters storm parliament |
Reuters
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Social Democratic Party of Bosnia & Herzegovina (SDP BiH) continues to struggle to
change a political system which embeds ethnic-based politics. In Croatia, the party is
constantly struggling with its past political mistakes, trying to transform into an
inclusive and creative organization. In Slovenia, the social democrats are confronting
the challenge of a populist right wing Prime Minister, systematically chipping away at
democratic standards.
The seven of them have shared a journey through the region, be it through bi-lateral
contact, through progressive forums such as the Party of European Socialists4,
training of party activists, or simply discussions on how to embed women’s rights in
political parties, civil society and governmental policies. It would be remiss not to
mention the European Forum for Democracy and Solidarity (EFDS)5, a framework
which provided the space for many of their interactions. For instance, Sonja Lokar and
Nabila Sattar first met through this during a discussion on social democracy in Central
and Eastern Europe, similarly with Karolina Leaković and Radmila Šekerinska at
events co-ordinated by the Forum. The CEE Network for Gender Issues was and is
hosted by the EFDS, serving as a regional think tank, providing political and practical
support to social democratic women in the region. Relations also developed with
women selected as candidates as was the case when Tanja Fajon became a
candidate for the European Parliament in 2009.
Tanja’s political career had a little twist at the very beginning, since it did not start with
long term political activism and participation in the political party per se. Her political
path began when she agreed to be a candidate for the European elections back in
2009 for the party of Social Democrats. Being elected as an MEP for the first time in
2009, she soon realized what it meant to be a female politician, but not only that. Tanja
became much more aware of still existing gender inequalities and became passionate
in raising awareness and finding solutions. That is how she found supportive allies in
the Women’s Forum within the Social Democrats. Their expertise, activism and drive
are something Tanja appreciates even more today, as the first woman leader of the
Social Democrats in Slovenia. “Having support and energy like that is priceless”.
For Besima Borić the relations stemmed from the training of women politicians back
in 1997 and Cvetanka Laskova has a vivid recollection of her first conversation, ‘Sonja
has called me in one of the darkest moments for the young democracy in my country,
during the autocratic regime of Gruevski6, on 24 December 2012, when the journalists
and the opposition – Social Democratic Union of Macedonia, my party, was at that
time in opposition – were violently evicted from the parliament’. Soon after this in 2013
Cvetanka also met Besima, Karolina, Nabila and Sonja in person, in Sarajevo, where
she informed women from sister parties in the Balkans about the attacks on
parliamentary democracy in Macedonia7.
4

Party of European Socialists Party of European Socialists (pes.eu)
The European Forum for Democracy and Solidarity established in 1993 is a platform for cooperation between
social democratic parties and political foundations Homepage - European Forum for Democracy and Solidarity
6
Nikolai Gruevski was Prime Minister of then Macedonia between 2006-2016 and led the VMRO-DPMNE party
from 2003 to 2017. Following a court verdict on corruption, he fled to Budapest, Hungary.
5
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In February 2019, following a historic dispute over the country’s name with neighbouring Greece, Macedonia
officially changed its name to the Republic of North Macedonia
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Nabila Sattar comes into this from the perspective of a former International Projects
Secretary of the Labour Party who headed the party’s Westminster Foundation for
Democracy programme providing political, moral and practical support to this group.
Nabila is not alone in this. She has worked closely with incredible domestic and
international actors and political foundations including the Foundation Max van der
Stoel8, EFDS, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung9, National Democratic Institute10, the Olaf Palme
International Centre11 and the Westminster Foundation for Democracy12 itself to put
women’s rights on top of the agenda and match this with resources for often penniless
women’s forums “who needed just to come together, to cooperate, in order to figure
out what had to be done and how they could do it”.
Crucially though all these women came together, sharing their experiences and
networks to advocate for democratic rights and stability in the region with relations
often developing into friendships. As Karolina puts it “I am sure it happened to
everyone – the feeling that one knows a person since forever. That is the case here –
I am positive I met Sonja, Besima, Cvetanka, Nabila at one point in time, in early
2000s, but I have the feeling our friendship, understanding, partnership goes way
back”.

What they did together
Sonja describes this as ‘an invisible revolution’. The transition to parliamentary
democracy and market economy in the region, be it peaceful as was the case in
Slovenia or marred by armed conflicts, as was the case in Bosnia & Herzegovina (BiH).
In Croatia, partially also in North Macedonia, women were excluded from political
decision-making. In 1995 the average number of women MPs in the parliaments of the
six countries (Slovenia, Croatia, BiH, Serbia, Montenegro, Macedonia) - successors
to the former Republic of Yugoslavia and Albania were at 6%. The average today is
30%. Two decades ago, gender equality in politics in the region was a non-issue, today
women MPs in the SEE region are starting to implement gender budgeting by asking
their governments to explicitly include different needs of women and men in the state
budgets. “You have to believe me: this progress did not come from the blue skies but
from mobilising women in the parties, in civil society, from bringing together
progressive actors, lobbying and networking through all available national and
international forums”.
Besima informs us of the changes in the SDP BiH. The party has introduced voluntary
quotas within the party organisation and for electoral lists; co-operation with women
from across the political divide and civil society has led to the development of state
gender equality mechanisms; opportunities to travel to different countries such as
Belgium, Croatia, Hungary, Serbia, Slovenia, Montenegro and North Macedonia
provided the opportunity to learn first-hand and to embed good practices from the EU.
8

Homepage - FMS (foundationmaxvanderstoel.nl)
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (fes.de)
10
National Democratic Institute | Home (ndi.org)
11
Olof Palme International Center » Start (palmecenter.se)
12
Westminster Foundation for Democracy (WFD) - Westminster Foundation for Democracy (WFD)
9
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The most far-reaching achievement is described as the cross party and civil society
women’s cooperation in BiH which led to legislated quotas, first at 30% and then 40%
representation of men and women candidates on all party lists with firm placing rules
and the rejection of the list for non-compliance. An achievement that remains under
attack but through the solidarity of activists within BiH and co-ordinated support from
the Stability Pact Gender Task Force, CEE Network for Gender Issues and PES
ensures that the quota remains in place.

Besima (left) joins the first Pride in Sarajevo in September 2019
Cvetanka also provides a similar overview. Collaboration through regional meetings
of social democratic women activists provided space not only to exchange
experiences but also to discuss how to improve the status of women and their rights
in the region and more broadly in Europe. In 2015 for example, after two regional
meetings within the CEE Network for Gender Issues, a ‘Joint South Eastern European
Regional SD Gender Equality Platform’ was signed by around 70 social democratic
male party leaders from the EU and the Balkans at the PES Congress in Budapest13.
“My party has been in difficult opposition for 11 years. Solidarity of women from the
region gave us strength to endure, to stay united, to create various massive street
actions and protests every time when this or that women’s right has been taken away
from us”.

13

The aim of this Platform was to encourage male social democratic party leaders to commit to
implement parity by 2020; to strengthen their parties’ support to women’s rights; and the parties’
capacity and resources for gender equality work. All party leaders from the SEE region signed this
platform and since then four parties of the region have introduced parity in their statutes by 2020:
SDUM, SDP BiH, the Socialist Party of Albania and the Social Democrats of Slovenia. Gender equality
policies of these parties have become much more concrete and effective but party investments in
capacity building and the women’s forums remain low.
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Nabila stated that it was a case of enabling the women through access to resources
and ‘know how’ to deliver their agenda. She saw it as providing timely support at the
point of need. Being nimble and flexible was crucial as political events often moved
at a fast pace. Transformational activities were delivered by providing a safe space
for women activists, setting up mentorship programmes, assisting with the
development and delivery of toolkits, receiving support from partners such as FMS,
OPIC, FES and, under the umbrella of the EFDS, co-ordinating support to maximise
impact.
But this was not only about practical support. As Karolina put it, it was much more “we laughed and smiled, and we talked, helped each other, learned from each other
and supported one another. We were inspired by the successes of our sisters, and we
learned from failures. We were open, honest and realistic, and we always pushed for
more, knowing that the feminist struggle is international, it is cooperation, not
competition - and a never-ending endeavour”.
Through these networks of women’s activists, they established women's party
organizations, pushed for balanced and meaningful gender representation and
brought together women from all walks of life. They tried to give a political voice to the
unheard but have succeeded only in part. There is much more to do, and much more
power to take to provide a voice for the women left behind.

What has it meant to them?
For Besima the co-operation helped her define herself as “a gender sensitive woman
politician” and the “ co-operation also strengthened my self-confidence, giving me this great
feeling of solidarity, which developed between us, this feeling that we have each other’s back”.

The gatherings, workshops, seminars and conferences made her political views
stronger. She received critical knowledge and information about what she can and
should do to get more women into decision making, but also how to open public and
political debate on the issues which would otherwise never have made it onto the
political agenda - like paid maternity and parental leave, gender-based violence,
women’s labour rights, and women in trade unions - if social democratic women
activists had not insisted on them. Radmila observes that she has seen and lived
through two very distinct realities. The Macedonian political arena when she entered
was a very lonely place for women, especially young women. No role models, no
diversity, no mentors. None of the political parties had an organized women’s
movement nor a quota system and most of them deemed it unnecessary as they were
seen as a left-over from the previous system. The women’s civil society organisations
were visible, but hardly touching the issue of political participation. The environment
was unwelcoming, unrewarding and even hostile. “When you are the only woman in
the party Presidency, or one out of eight women MPs – you wonder whether this is
your rightful place, you doubt your thoughts, you question your instincts”. Radmila and
her few female colleagues survived in the merciless (and visibly misogynist) political
arena because they shared a firm commitment to change it.
Cvetanka puts it as “I always knew that a good team wins. When I created such a team
within the SDUM Women’s Forum leadership, our insight into regional social
democratic and EU best practices helped us greatly to set up clear priorities”. This led
21

to the development of an action plan with three main goals for the SDUM women’s
forum. Firstly, to change the quota rules in the party statute and to include the leader
of the Women’s Forum at local and national level in the party executive with full voting
rights. They also set the goal to raise gender quota in party organs and for the electoral
lists from 30% to 40% and for youth from 20% to 30% before the national elections in
2016, and to reach gender parity on all lists (50:50) by 2020. Secondly to raise gender
awareness of women party members, by establishing a regular party school for women
activists, which would become an Academy for the political empowerment of women.
Thirdly to strengthen, when the party gets in power, the state gender equality
mechanism by upgrading the existing Secretariat for gender equality into a fullyfledged ministry. “The results are speaking for themselves. We succeeded to ensure
the continuity in our work and to realize the first two goals of our plan to the full”. The
third is still work in progress.

Cvetanka (centre) with her party leader and Prime Minister of North Macedonia Zoran
Zaev (to the right) and party vice President Oliver Spasovski (to the left), leading
together a traditional march in Gevgelija, 8 March 2019
Karolina describes the relations as “empowerment, learning, finding my own way of
political reasoning. It was via experiences of other women, their successes, and
failures that I was able to grasp the whole complexity of women's political lives. I
learned it is not about the aim alone, it was always about the journey as well, and it
was on that journey I started to expand my knowledge and understanding of structural
obstacles towards equality between women and men. I am still puzzled as well as
intrigued, determined, and eager to fight for a different gender deal.”
Sonja describes how she was defeated three times in 1997. The women’s forum of
the Social Democrats in Slovenia, (which Sonja had established and led from 1990
and which succeeded in including 40% voluntary party quotas in the statute of the
party against the will of the party leadership at their Congress in 1996), was accused
of being the main reason for the party’s defeat at the national elections. Of the 40% of
21

women candidates on the electoral lists, not even one was elected. The newly elected
party leader asked Sonja to resign.
In January 1998 Sonja was nominated executive director of the CEE Network for
Gender Issues in Budapest. “Working from this position in co-operation with such
incredible activists like Karolina, Besima, Cvetanka and hundreds of others, working
with such committed international supporters like Nabila, and many others, I reinforced
my political drive, I tripled my resolution to persist in working for equal, democratic and
open societies”. Sonja feels that the co-operation demonstrated that “jointly we proved
to our own parties and to everybody else four crucial things: gender equality is at the
very heart of any socially just, democratic society; social democratic parties in the SEE
region can become the flagships of gender equality in our countries; social democratic
women activists can become the driving force of the successful, nationwide
progressive women’s movements; and these movements are capable, against all
odds, of slowly changing the status of women in our countries for the better”.
For Nabila it was about making a difference to people’s lives and bringing about social
justice, equality of opportunity and a fairer society. She is humbled to be able to
support these inspirational women to bring about instrumental changes, not only to
their political parties but to society. Some changes were not, and to some degree are
not, immediately visible as much must happen behind the scenes. Nonetheless they
slowly filter through over time as is seen with the Social Democrats in Slovenia, who
elected their first woman Leader in 2020, and the SDUM of Macedonia with its 50:50
quota for its future representation in the party and in parliamentary elections.
What would they have done if we did not cooperate?
Nabila reflects that it is difficult to imagine what would have happened if this group did
not co-operate. There may have been many missed opportunities for progressive
political development. The impact of women may not have been felt so strongly
through party structures, on the national and local level. There may not have been
strong advocates lobbying for structural and political changes or for funding for
projects to address gender-based inequalities. That is not to say it may not have
happened, but perhaps it would have been at a slower pace without an overarching
strategy.
Sonja would have continued to strive for women’s human rights and social equity in
Slovenia “but poorer for all great ideas and experiences of my social democratic sisters
in the region and in the EU, which helped me so much in being an active part of the
women’s movement also in my party and in Slovenia”.
Similarly, Cvetanka feels she would have been “deprived of many great ideas and for
sure I would not have felt this assertiveness when lobbying our male party leaders for
different things concerning women’s right and needs ”.
For Karolina it shaped her “ I would definitely not have become the person I am today:
one that is aware of various experiences and one that learned (the hard way) not to
be judgemental. I have become aware that progress takes time and that every step
counts. I think it is crucial to establish networks of support and safe spaces, but I am
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not sure whether that would have been the case had I not met women from the region
that share mutual values and histories”.
Besima, also cannot imagine what it would have been like without this co-operation.
“After so many miles of walking together and so many joint results, it is really
impossible for me to tell what I would have done. For sure I would deal with politics. I
dealt with it even in the former, socialist regime. But I am not sure if I would have been
so aware of the gender equality challenge, and I sincerely doubt that I would have
achieved the intensity of my political activism in all these years, without our cooperation”.
How did the mutual support matter?
As a true believer in the European idea of interconnectivity and co-operation between
different countries, Tanja strongly supported all efforts of solidarity and international
support for women’s rights by social democrat activists. She is immensely proud of the
Slovenian Women’s Forum and its long history of good relations with countries of the
EU and beyond. Strong networks, joint conferences, events and consistent exchanges
of good practice is what it takes to make fundamental change and improvements in
the areas of human rights, democracy, social justice and fundamental freedoms.
“Through my career I had the privilege to witness many exceptional women coming
together, standing strong, raising their voices and changing the world. Having said that
let me point out at least one especially important cross-country women’s organization
- PES Women, which fights for a gender-just and feminist Europe by giving a voice,
tools, and platform for women, putting forward specific women’s rights policies, and
gender-mainstreaming the overall policy-making of the social democratic family”.

Tanja Fajon (right) with PES Women's President, Zita Gurmai, Dejan Židan, former
Leader of the Slovenian Social Democrats and Martina Vuk, former President of the
Slovenian Social Democrats Women's Forum, celebrating the 25th anniversary of the
party's Womens Forum
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Sonja describes Slovenia as the most gender-equality progressive part of the former
Yugoslavia. But after 1997 when the percentage of women MPs dropped to
approximately 7% and 1998 when there was no woman minister in the government, it
started to lag behind the progressive women’s movements in the post-war Balkan
countries. At that time, the regional cooperation in the CEE Network for Gender Issues,
as well as the Stability Pact Gender Task Force14 became a great source of inspiration
for social democratic and other progressive women activists in Slovenia.
In regional co-operation they learned from each other and helped each other. They
learned about a parallel15 electoral campaign strategy from an ad hoc parity coalition
of progressive NGOs in Croatia, about the sandwich16 strategy from the Gender Task
Force initiative triggered by social democratic and other women in BiH, and about a
free17 ride strategy from the social democrats and other progressive women in Serbia.
The CEE Gender Network organized EU and regional pressure on the male decisionmakers when needed to defend women’s rights such as the right to choose an
abortion, for legislated quota rules, or to make governments prepare action plans for
the implementation of UN Security Council Resolution 132518 and to sign and ratify
the Istanbul Convention19.
“Everything I have learned in all our gatherings greatly impacted my decisions and my
way of working in politics” says Besima “My acquaintance with such a big number of
active social democratic women in the region and from the EU, encouraged me to
work consciously on gender equality issues, especially on women’s political inclusion
and empowerment. Every time I ran into a dilemma or a problem while implementing
this or that political idea or political position, I knew that I had women friends in the
broader CEE and SEE region and in the social democratic parties and foundations in
14

The Gender Task Force was an official gender equality body of the Stability Pact for South East Europe (19992008) global intergovernmental initiative for the democratisation, economic recovery, renewal of peace and
security of post war Balkans.
15
A parallel electoral campaign is a gender equality advocacy campaign led by united feminist NGOs, directed
to all political parties during official election campaigns, asking from them all to publicly explain how they will
deal with specific gender equality requests post elections.
16
A sandwich strategy is when activists pressure decisionmakers - one bottom up, coming from women
voters, and another one - top down, stemming from international actors with great influence on these
decision makers, such as EU based institutions like the European Commission, EU parliament, Council of
Europe, the Venice Commission or the OSCE, ODIHR and UN.
17

A free ride strategy is how active, organised women jump on the already moving train of a mainstream
debate which they themselves would not be able to initiate, for example, a debate on changes of the
constitution or on electoral systems, with amendments asking for gender equity-based solutions.
18

In 2010 the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1325 asking all member states and international
governmental organisations to include women as active partners in the prevention of armed conflicts, in
peace negotiations, in post war reconciliation and recovery plans. UN Security Council resolution 1325 on

women and peace and security (2000) | UN Women – Headquarters
19

The Council of Europe Istanbul Convention is a human rights treaty to prevent and combat
violence against women and domestic violence. It has been signed by all EU Member States. It was
adopted by the Council of Europe in 2011, entered into force in 2014 and was signed by the EU in
June 2017 istanbul-convention-leaflet-online.pdf (europa.eu)
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the EU, that I can exchange my experience with them and get advice. We have great
confidence in each other and this is really precious”.
Karolina realized “how different, yet alike women's experiences were. They transcend
geographies, time and age differences. Being part of such a network means having a
unique opportunity to exchange ideas, push boundaries and be exposed to a wave of
women's creative energy. That helped me establish a women's network striving for
changes”.
For Radmila, just five years ago, the SDUM found itself in the middle of a storm. They
were an opposition whose voice was silenced and whose members were repressed
by the then government. People were increasingly fed up with the growing
authoritarian tendencies and when they took to the streets, it was women from the
SDUM and women activists that were in the forefront. This came as no surprise since
it is women and their rights that are the first casualty in authoritarian takeovers. During
these turbulent times, the women were not spared from harassment or violence. On
the contrary they were sometimes the preferred victim.
“We have survived, and we have prevailed during those challenging moments due to
our solidarity, but also due to the outpouring of support that came from PES, PES
Women and the CEE Network for Gender issues and our dear friends there. Our
victory was a victory for the social democratic movement and a remarkable reminder
of the power of the ideas of democracy, human rights, social justice and solidarity –
when we work and act together”.
Cvetanka sees the impact as “timely and informed about what is going on and what is
in plan for the future, regarding women’s human rights outside my country and my
party”.
For Nabila, collectively and individually each of the women have been planting the
seeds for change for future generations. The support provides a mechanism for
advocacy in other political parties and organisations which can then use their influence
to help address the challenges. In working together through networks such as the CEE
Gender Network, EFDS or PES they can amplify messages of political solidarity and
the aspirations of their activists.
What has changed in their parties and how did they influence the wider political
debate?
Recently in November 2020, the SDP of Croatia marked its 30th anniversary. Karolina,
although not present during its first decade, has been an active part of its history in
the last twenty years. Karolina recognises that building a political movement is always
a challenge that includes backlash as well. Part of it comes from within the party,
through rigid structures dominated by powerful men and sometimes women as well,
whilst a far greater negative influence is caused by the unequal distribution of power
in economy and society in general. For Karolina political parties, especially socialist
and social democratic ones, can, though established as agents of political change,
become part of the problem rather than part of the answer. Twenty years ago, when
she joined the SDP, Karolina remembers the optimism and trust that was linked to
political parties. Now that is not the case: resignation, mistrust, apathy and low
21

electoral turnout are clear signs of the crisis that political leaderships are faced with.
Still, not many leaders want to change and if political parties cannot impose changes
within their own organizations “then who will trust us with our societies?”
In Bosnia & Herzegovina the women’s forum was established at the SDP BiH’s 1997
Party Congress. The party in its 2015 program describes itself “… as a feminist party,
which will work towards gender parity in sharing the positions of power”. The SDP’s
Main Board accepted a rule change to have 50:50 men and women candidates on all
party lists. “This is a real achievement for my party” says Besima, “showing how it
implements its program's declarations. Not all branches followed these rules, but I
understand this as a process, and I am sure my party is on the way to achieve parity”.
However, working for gender equality in the party through its women’s forum is not
the only way. “This is what I proved by developing an innovative way of connecting my
party with the trade unions. In 2006, when my party lost the national elections, the
atmosphere in the party was tense and I was considering taking leave from my
positions in the party organizations. Instead, I decided to invest all my energy into the
establishment and activation of the gender sensitive forum of social democrats (male
and female) and trade union activists that I led until 2015”. The outcome after five
years of open and intensive dialogue with the trade unions was that the SDP in 2010
won national elections with five social policies, which explicitly and in a visible manner
integrated a gender equality perspective. These included the protection of maternity
rights, protection of women with disabilities and the employment of young women and
men. Many of these policies were integrated in the working plan of the coalition led by
the SDP BiH at the Federation level and in the working plan of the state government.

Besima at a regional seminar for trade union and social democratic activists in
Sarajevo, BiH 2010
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Prior to this in June 1999, at the inaugural gathering of the Stability Pact for South
East Europe held in Sarajevo, the OSCE20 mission in BiH had already united politically
active women in its programme ‘Women in Politics’. There Besima learnt that in the
organisational structures of the three tables of the Pact there was no place for women
as agents of reconciliation and post war recovery. This led a group of politically active
women in BiH to launch a regional appeal, asking for the formal place of women within
the Stability Pact. This included Senka Nožica, then a member of the Republican
Party, and Besima to draft a text of this appeal and send it to the CEE Network for
Gender Issues. Daša Šilović, its Chair, edited the text and Sonja Lokar sent it to all
feminist NGOs, all national gender equality mechanisms, and to a small number of
then nation-wide visible women politicians and even to some gender sensitive male
leaders from the region. The appeal was signed in 7 days, by more than 170
organisations and by visible, mostly women, politicians, from 12 countries of the CEE
and SEE region. “There was no end to our joy when Bodo Hombach, the EU Special
Co-ordinator for the Stability Pact, confirmed that the appeal has succeeded, and the
Stability Pact created the Gender Task Force”. This was the first formal gender
equality mechanism put in place within an international post-war recovery operation
ever, a year before UNSC Resolution 1325 was voted on in the UN. “Gradually we
all together understood that if in crisis situations we drop our guard for a moment, the
first to be attacked are our hard-won achievements and that we should not allow
anybody to take them away from us. We must insist and persist in our requests; social
democratic women need to network, locally, nationally, regionally and we need to
connect to the feminist activism within the EU. We need to build and to show our
solidarity as it is crucial if we are to achieve our goals”.
In Slovenia, Sonja reflects on progress by the Social Democrats. From the party only
pretending to be gender equality friendly in 1996 it became a party remarkably close
to being gender equality friendly. There is still a lot to be done -“ in capacity building
of the party women activists, the women’s forum is far from the power and activism of
Cvetanka’s SDUM”. The social democrats in their parliamentary grouping only have
two women out of 11 MPs and in their last government (2018-2020) had only one
woman minister out of 4 powerful positions, but nevertheless in the last European
elections, the party had a woman on the top of its list and this woman, Tanja Fajon,
got the most preferential votes from all candidates from all party lists.
The legislated quota in Slovenia for the State Assembly is 35%. In the 2020 Party
Congress the Social Democrats set the party statute at 50:50 for all party organs and
all-party electoral lists. In the previous national elections in 2018, the social democrats
campaigned on a new law on long-term care, the biggest hurdle for de facto gender
equality in Slovenia today, as one of its prioritised electoral promises. Since the
autumn of 2020, the Social Democrats have, for the first time ever, a woman party
leader.
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The Organisation for security and Cooperation in Europe was established in 1975, has 57
participating states from North America, Europe and Asia and is the world’s largest regional security
organisation OSCE | Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe
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Besima, Sonja and Cvetanka (front row, 3rd, 4th and 5th from left).The man in the
last row is a former President of the Republic of Slovenia, dr. Danilo Turk - at a
regional evaluation of Social Democratic Women in SEE, Ljubljana, November 2016
Due to the work of feminists within, the party succeeded in getting the new law on
long-term care included in the coalition agreement in 2018, a social democratic woman
minister for justice started to renew the Slovenian Penal Code regarding the definition
of rape, and the party group in the Parliament supported electoral law reform which
would make legislated quota for the parliament more effective. Unfortunately, the
coalition fell apart before these commitments and reforms were accomplished.
Cvetanka ends on a more optimistic note: “My party today is leading by example. In
the last parliamentary elections, for which the legislated quota was 40% with placing
rules of every third of the less represented sex in all electoral regions my party had a
pair, a man, and a woman at the top of its lists. From 2020 all our party organs will
have 50:50 gender representation. Today we have women ministers, mayors, state
secretaries of important state institutions, women local councillors and directors. All of
them have a crucial role in improving the life of all people in my country. We need to
implement many good laws which we have already enacted”.
Radmila proudly agrees that the Social Democrats in North Macedonia were the first
to establish a party women’s movement with, at first, the shy initiatives for a 20%
women quota. Step by step, these initiatives really reshaped the political landscape.
The women’s movement of SDUM “gave extra wind to our sails while our voices and
votes made it stronger in return”. The SDUM decision at its last Congress in October
2020 – full parity in all party bodies – would have been impossible without the work,
the dedication and the sacrifices of its Women’s Forum. “This is the new reality for the
women in North Macedonia’s politics: the situation is far from perfect, but we are here,
we help each other, and we are not side-lined”.
What are they doing now?
In Slovenia, Sonja continues to try to connect her party with feminist civil society and
keeps herself connected to social democratic women activists and civil society
partners on specific issues. In Europe, Sonja recently became a member of the Civil
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Society Advisory Panel in NATO. In the European Women Lobby’s Working Group for
Political Empowerment of Women she works on the European Commission’s Directive
on Women on Boards21. In October 2020 Sonja was invited to the UN Women Expert
Feminist Group preparing the recommendations for the next regular session of the UN
Commission on Status on Women which will be in 2021 focused on the political
empowerment of women.
In Croatia Karolina is “hopelessly trying to understand the reality – political, economic
and social. Trying to contribute to transformations and expecting new generations of
girls to take over!”
Like Sonja, Besima remains an active member of the SDP BiH Party Presidency and
the Main Board. “Even if I was always fighting for women’s human rights within the
party and in the society, I was never a formal member of the leadership of the women’s
forum. But lately, women co-opted me in its Presidency”. Besima is often invited by
NGOs to speak about her experiences or about issues related to women and youth.
She also dedicates time to mentoring women candidates for elections or young women
politicians who want to prepare for their future political careers, transferring
experiences between generations.
In North Macedonia, Cvetanka is still trying to contribute “for our common cause”. She
remains a working member of the executive council of the Women’s Forum in her
party, offering different creative ideas, based on nine years’ experience of leading the
women’s wing of the SDUM.
Nabila, in the UK, continues to do what she can to assist to bring about tangible
change, to do what is necessary to stand up to autocratic practises and the erosion of
democracy. Many of the rights women and parties in the region fought so hard for are
currently being chipped away and she feels it is important to stand up to this, to
continue to find ways to move forward, and not to drown in pessimism because history
teaches us change will happen. Women need to be patient, to continue to fight for their
cause, to be prepared for the challenge, to upskill people around them, and to mobilise,
communicate, lobby, and build partnerships and alliances.
If they could do something differently, what would it be?
The experiences of many of these women have led them to suggest that it is never
enough to be ‘right’, and that they should not enter in open conflict with the party
leadership. In such a conflict women are more likely to lose and gender inequality will
remain. Instead, it is better to campaign from the grassroots, working with political
activists, civil society, trade unions and friendly media to build the pressure bottom up
and top down. Looking back, they would again mobilise gender equality think tanks,
The European Women’s Lobby is the biggest feminist umbrella organisation in Europe. Currently it
is lobbying the European Council and EU Parliament to accept a directive on improving the gender
balance among non-executive directors of companies listed on stock exchanges and related
measures.
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PES, the EU Parliament and even the EU Commission to create a sandwich – less
gender sensitive party leaders will simply be more than glad to co-operate and less
women activists will become as Sonja describes ‘politically dead heroines”.
Karolina also sums up so perfectly some of the insecurities that need to be overcome
“Just act, without hesitation. And trust myself a bit more, trust my instincts and political
reasoning”. Besima has a similar message “If I could, I would change this. We, social
democratic women activists, we need to be louder, more courageous. We need to use
all our energy to create better conditions for higher quality of life for all. We have a lot
of knowledge and force, but somehow, we do not succeed. We need to become
creators, not followers!”

Karolina (2nd right) at the Regional Academy for Women in Politics in Borkovac,
Serbia, 2018
Cvetanka recognises the need for more public forums and roundtables to build
stronger gender equality awareness amongst men and would also improve the
gender sensitivity of the education system, reaching both girls and boys at a younger
and more impressionable period of their lives.
Radmila suggests a focus on more women as local leaders thus bringing about
progressive changes at the grassroots, whereas Tanja suggests ‘switching off social
media’ to start again talking to people, away from apps,”the social bubble of fake news,
disinformation, hate speech, populist and dangerous rhetoric, to escape from bots,
fake accounts, algorithms”. Social media is of course an opportunity but currently also
creates deep divisions in society, affects lives and poses a big risk to traditional and
professional journalism. “Fighting against hate speech, fake news and all forms of
extremism is at the core of my political activism. We shall not misuse the opportunities
digitalization offers. We all have to bear our responsibilities”. Radmila also concurs,
calling for internet regulation.
Nabila too focuses on social media and considers the development of more targeted
social media projects to challenge disinformation and the seeds of division and hatred
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as well as how to build resilience around this in the absence of regulation. She works
to have conversations with partners on how, with so much noise, they can ensure their
voice is still being heard, especially when financial means are limited as well as access
to traditional forms of media in often fragile democracies. At the same time, she thinks
it is important to use the opportunities this domain offers but in a responsible,
transparent and accountable way.
If they – the 7 women who worked in solidarity, across party lines and borders could jointly do something differently, what would it be?
Overwhelmingly the response was to make more space for young women to develop
their own ideas on how to promote their vision of gender equality in their parties and
in their societies. To support their initiatives and to give them a voice in politics by
using their political influence, as modest as it still is, to get the most powerful men and
women in their political parties better informed of the importance of the gender equality
strategy of the parties for the success of the parties in future elections.
Activists can also empower women, especially girls, by raising their awareness to fight
for their equality, for their rights, for education, jobs, a proper salary, working
conditions and dignity. As Tanja, says “That fight shall become the norm and standard
of women’s lives all over the world. There is increasing violence against women, the
COVID-19 crisis has deepened inequalities in our societies, pushed women into even
more difficult economic dependencies. They are the first to lose jobs, we need to
protect the most vulnerable among us. It’s not something different but it’s something
that is most needed”.
We would encourage social democratic parties to seize the opportunity to develop a
common, more comprehensive plan for gender equity, to build back better from the
COVID-19 pandemic and to create fairer, equitable and more just societies.
What advice would they give to social democratic feminists, women and men
who continue to work on gender equality in these challenging times?
Sonja sums this up as “Always remember: no gender equality, no equality, no
democracy at all!” and thanks the many men who have joined the efforts for equality.
Societies will need to build back better after the COVID-19 pandemic - shaping
recovery plans is a new window of opportunity to advocate for a different pattern of
development, centred on human needs, climate change, a safe environment, equity
and social justice.
To find a way to translate gender equality into concrete actions is advocated. Karolina
suggests “go back to your communities, raise your voice, help others find their political
voice and do not be opportunistic! Do not be complacent as the pandemic has made
visible all the cracks in the systems and reiterated the old truth that, in our opinion,
women are bearing the biggest burden of life”.
Specifically, to BiH activists Besima advises that “we need a women’s movement
which will cry out loud that we do not want a country from which our youth, our children
are fleeing. The issue of equality is unbreakably connected to citizens' equality, and
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a framework of ethnicity does not allow either citizens' or gender equality; we need
to establish male and female citizens as fully-fledged social subjects”.
Perhaps, a crucial piece of advice would be that a gender equality policy is not a
question of women only, but the question of society. It is important that everyone gets
involved. “Let us listen to each other, let us engage with our civil society organizations,
let us be heard! Let us support political ideas and visions that protect fundamental
rights, rights of women, democracy, rule of law, that fight for progressive and open
societies”. As Tanja states “Look at Poland. We stood strong for Polish women and
their rights. Women’s rights are not self-obvious. Times are changing. Let us not forget
that the underestimation of women and control over them can be eliminated only by a
conscious community, living in solidarity”. Scrutinise plans or policies before they are
adapted and ask yourself how this benefits women and girls, have a feminist lens or
approach to everything you do!
Radmila sums it up as “hard work works. Every achievement counts. Each one
teaches one”.
As leaders Radmila and Tanja also share their insights into challenges to women’s
rights in the region today. For Radmila, despite significant progress on the issue both
at home and in the region, two strong impediments remain: one old, one new. “Our
roles and opportunities in the workplace have expanded considerably, but this shift
has not been followed by an adjustment at home. The unfair distribution of
responsibilities in the family creates a constant additional burden for women and
prevents them from advancing at work or in politics. Our grandmothers would have
been shocked by our professional opportunities but would have seen little change
when visiting our kitchen or nursery. This is the old impediment, and we were kind of
prepared for it. The new impediment – social media scrutiny - took us by surprise. We
have seen bias against women in traditional media, as well, but the emergence of
social media opened a Pandora’s box of hate speech, discrimination, verbal
harassment, stereotyping, sexual connotations... and it further distorted the non-levelplaying field for women. I have seen and witnessed great women being devastated by
such campaigns and discouraged from keeping up the fight”.
It is a similar story for Tanja “The biggest obstacle, so to say, in any career path for
women is an unfair work-life balance. The fact is that choosing motherhood and
parental leave may be an actual obstacle, even a problem, for many employers despite
all the competences, knowledge, work experience and education one might have. We
are trying to solve the inequalities with quotas in order to reach a certain percentage
(50%) of women’s representation in a political structure, which I do support, but also,
I think it is a ‘’necessary evil’’. The goal is to change and overcome the systematic
gender based discrimination. And gradually to open doors to more women with
extraordinary abilities to lead, make decisions and improve people’s lives”.

21

Do Tanja and Radmila, as women in leadership positions, think that women lead
and should lead in a different way than men do?
This is presented in their own words.
Tanja Fajon: “Firstly, what still remains a big problem is that women’s leadership is far
from being a common thing. The world of politics is still a men’s driven world in its
majority. Luckily, we are making small but persistent steps to more equal society,
where women are taking the lead. We have fantastic examples also within the EU with
the Commission President Ursula Von der Leyen being the first female president of
the EC or a Finnish PM Sanna Marin and her coalition of women who are doing a great
job in delivering amazing work, with an ambitious Equality Program being one of them.
If I look around my country and the Western Balkans region, we have more and more
political parties and governments who are deciding for gender based constitutions and
structures. And that I strongly encourage.
When it comes to the way of leading, I believe our society in general needs leaders
with more empathy towards people’s problems they are facing, with fair and honest
principles. Leaders who include, not exclude, who listen to people with all spectrums
of political beliefs and search for the best solutions for them and their common
interests. We need leaders who do not see borders, colors, beliefs, gender, social
status, but rather see individuals who live in solidarity and whose lives need to be
treated equally. Despite my believe that these qualities of a leader should not be
defined by gender, I think some of them are naturally closer to women than men”.
Radmila Šekerinska: “Women used to argue for their rightful place in decision-making
by claiming that they can be as good as men. Well, now this is not enough. Now, we
are ambitious to show that we can be better. That some of the traits that were
considered our weaknesses (dialogue, compromise, and empathy) have become the
determining success factor in today’s world. Furthermore, in my experience women
leaders attach more importance to issues of integrity and transparency. Let me share
one Macedonian example: all the significant improvements in transparency in our
previous social democratic government occurred in ministries headed by women and
so were the two frontrunners in transparency.
The corona crisis played the role of an X ray for the strengths and weaknesses of our
countries, institutions, and leaders – and several women emerged as frontrunners.
So... Yes, to new leadership rules... and Yes to taking them from pages written by
several women. We all know their names, right?”
Final remarks
All of these women have been in there for the long run, whether they won or lost, they
waited for the wheel to turn, for the opportunity to make a difference. They have all
been an inspiration to each other.
Common to the experiences of these women is the combination of networks,
relationships, lobbying and the ability to build broad issue-based coalitions in order to
influence and to use institutions to pursue equity.
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Here is some advice from them for future generations.
“Do not give up.
Do continue to encourage progressive change. You cannot stop, at least for the
foreseeable future, this is a constant battle. If you look at some of the leaders who
have dealt with the current pandemic, those that come at the top of the list are
women, notably Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern, of New Zealand and Chancellor
Angela Merkel of Germany. Use them and many others from all sorts of professions
as role models. Look at women in your communities too, use them as sources of
inspiration. Look at the grassroots, people are mobilising on injustice, look at Black
Lives Matter; look at # Me Too, look at Polish women and their rebellion against the
ban on abortions, look at Greta Thunberg and do small tangible things which will
gradually build into changes within your parties and societies that deliver on people’s
aspirations.
Every step matters. Share it so others can benefit too”.
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Biographies
(in alphabetical order)
BESIMA BORIĆ, Bosnia & Herzegovina

Born in Donji Vakuf in 1950 Besima worked for many years as a Professor in
elementary and secondary schools in Vogoščća. She became a political activist in her
early youth.
Besima is known as an activist for human rights of all people regardless of their social
status, ethnicity, gender or sexual orientation. She advocated for the development of
the women's movement and the progress of gender equality politics in BiH and in the
region, creating structural changes and legal frameworks which made possible greater
participation of women in political decision making. She profiled herself as a politician
working on issues of social rights, workers' rights and gender equality. Besima also
developed an innovative model of cooperation of her party with NGOs and trade
unions.
On several occasions Besima was elected to the party structures. Currently she is a
member of the Presidency and the Main Council of the SDP BiH. She was elected
member of the Sarajevo cantonal assembly (2002& 2006), the House of
Representatives in the Parliament of the Federation of BiH (1998, 2000 & 2010), and
was a Minister of Labour, Social Affairs and Displaced Persons in the government of
the Federation of BiH (2001-2002). She has been an active member of the CEE
Network for Gender Issues since 1998. Besima was also the National Coordinator for
BiH in the Stability Pact Gender Task Force ( 2002 – 2006). She was a leader in the
Women's Centre for displaced persons from Podrinje and returnees to Vogošće, and
a founder of the first women' NGO in Vogošća, ‘A Step more’ (2001) which is still
successfully working today. She authored several published texts about social
democracy, social politics and gender equality.
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TANJA FAJON, Slovenia

Tanja Fajon was elected President of the Social Democrats in October 2020.
Born on 9 May 1971 in Ljubljana, Slovenia, Tanja graduated from the University of
Ljubljana (Faculty of Political and Social Sciences in 2001), obtained a Master’s
degree in International Politics from the College of Interdisciplinary Studies in Paris
(CERIS in 2005) and a Master’s degree on MBA programme at the IEDC Bled School
of Management in Slovenia (2017).
Starting as a radio (1991) and TV journalist (1995-2009), she began her 8 years long
career of the Slovene public RTV correspondent from Brussels in 2001.
She has been elected to the European Parliament in 2009, 2014 and 2019, where she
worked on civil liberties, justice and home affairs (LIBE), as the S&D Group's
spokesperson for the Special Committee on Organized Crime, Corruption and Money
Laundering (CRIM), a Vice Chair of the European Parliament's Intergroup on Media,
a Co-Chair of a LGBTI Intergroup. She also took up the role of Vice President of the
S&D Group. As the European Parliament's rapporteur on visa liberalization for the
Western Balkans, Tanja laid the groundwork for visa-free travel for citizens of the
Western Balkans countries to the EU. Her excellent knowledge and political
understanding of the Western Balkans led in 2014 to her becoming the first Slovenian
woman to be invited to a hearing of the US Congress in Washington.
Currently she serves as a full Member of the AFET Committee, a Chair of the EUSerbia Stabilization and Association Parliamentary Committee (SAPC), a lead
Member in the European Parliament’s Democracy Support and Election Coordination
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Group (DEG) for the Western Balkans and a substitute member of LIBE Committee.
Tanja was appointed as a European Parliament’s facilitator in the Inter-Party Dialogue
between Serbian coalition and opposition parties.
She is an active member of the Presidency of the Party of European Socialists (PES).
As from 10 of October 2020, she has been elected the first female President of the
Social Democrats in Slovenia.

CVETANKA LASKOVA, North Macedonia

Cvetanka Laskova, born 1955 in Kavadarci, North Macedonia abandoned her studies
of architecture in Skopje to become a nationwide renowned artist and later, after
moving to Belgrade (1980-1992), a highly respected singer in Yugoslavia as well as in
many countries of the world. She earned a prize for her lifetime’s work as an artist.
When the Former Yugoslavia imploded, she returned to Skopje to start her career as
a woman entrepreneur in TV production. She was nominated Businesswoman of the
year twice and elected Deputy Chair of the national Chamber of Commerce.
For her humanitarian work she achieved the prestigious Mother Teresa award.
When democracy was under threat in Macedonia, she became active in 2009. In the
Skopje branch of the SD Union of Macedonia she was responsible for culture and
between 2011-2018 she was elected co-ordinator of the Women’s Forum of the SDSM
and a member of the party Presidency. She remains an active member of the
executive of the Women’s Forum.
Between 2017 to 2020 she was nominated Special Advisor of the Prime Minister for
culture. Since October 2020 she is a pensioner.
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KAROLINA LEAKOVIĆ, Croatia

Karolina Leaković is a political activist and organizer based in Zagreb, Croatia.
Member of SDP Croatia, she is currently SDP Croatia International Secretary, former
MP and Leader of Women’s Forum, as well as Vice President of PES Women. She is
involved in various international projects aimed at political, economic and social
advancement of women and under-represented groups.
She has been part of various internationally funded projects on democracy
development, political dialogue and policy creating (donors and partners include Max
van der Stoel Foundation, FES, Olof Palme International Center, NDI, OSCE-ODIHR,
Council of Europe). Karolina is an IVLP alumni (US Department of State) and
participant of Win with Women Programme (NDI).
Co-founder of the Political Academy New Society in Croatia, as well as founder of a
Politics to Women! Programme, in partnership with FES.
Graduated in Journalism from the Faculty of Political Science, she was educated at
the Academy of Drama Art (Film, TV and Theatre production) and is pursuing her PhD
in Sociology of Media at the University of Zagreb.

21

SONJA LOKAR, Slovenia

Born in 1948 in Zagreb. Sociologist by profession, member of the socialist and first
post socialist parliament, former organisational secretary of the Social Democrats and
is still a member of its Presidency.
Sonja established the Social Democrats Women’s Forum in 1990 and was President
until 2000. She initiated a new Yugoslav women’s peace movement, but this
movement could not prevent the Balkans wars.
Executive Director of the CEE Network for Gender Issues (1998-2018) and Chair of
the Stability Gender Task Force (1999-2009). Initiator of and Executive member of the
Women’s Lobby of Slovenia. President of the European Women’s Lobby in 2012.
Consultant of the British Labour Party’s Westminster Foundation for Democracy
programme and many other social democratic political foundations, as well as the
Council of Europe, UNDP, UN Women, OSCE and the ODIHR. Trainer of
feminist activists and women politicians of all political colours, in more than 50
countries of the globe. Author of more than 400 articles and different training manuals
translated in 15 foreign languages. She speaks and writes in Slovenian, Croatian,
English and French.
Sonja has campaigned for peace, for a secular state, legal safe and free of charge
abortion and contraception, against the denial of the right of single women to artificial
insemination, for secular public child-care and schools, for universal child allowance,
for universal public health care and recently for a new law on public long-term care
and during all this time for equal representation and power of women in decision
making in her party, in her country, in the region, but also in the EU and globally.
Her motto is ”only cooperation and solidarity between women working together on
concrete issues of common interest can create a social and political consensus which
leads to sustainable progress in women’s human rights”.
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NABILA SATTAR, United Kingdom

Nabila Sattar MBE has an MA in International Relations from the University of Kent.
She is the former International Projects Secretary for the Labour Party. She managed
the Labour Party’s Westminster Foundation for Democracy programme and has
extensive knowledge of centre left and progressive political parties around the world.
Nabila has sat on the Steering Committee of the European Forum for Democracy and
Solidarity, the co-ordination committee of the Party of European Socialists and has
been involved in the development of centre-left global networks such as the
Progressive Alliance.
She has promoted democratic development and contributed to the establishment of
participatory, progressive and mass membership based political parties around the
world. She has developed strategies for the Labour Party’s international priorities, led
training programmes and provided high level briefings for senior politicians and
decision-makers.
She has extensive experience of delivering targeted projects to political parties,
individuals and organisations in preparation for a broad range of international
elections. In the UK, Nabila has worked on a series of General Elections, numerous
local elections and the EU Referendum campaign.
Nabila has mentored young people . She was awarded an MBE in the 2018 Queens
Birthday Honours.
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RADMILA ŠEKERINSKA, North Macedonia

Born on 10 June 1972 in Skopje. She graduated at the Faculty of Electrical
Engineering in Skopje and received her MA in International Relations from the
Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy, USA.
Radmila Šekerinska is serving her second mandate as Minister of Defense of North
Macedonia. During her first mandate, North Macedonia has become the 30th member
of NATO, thus fulfilling one of the country’s strategic goals.
Previously, Šekerinska was the Deputy Prime Minister in charge of European
Integration and Foreign Aid Co-ordination. It was during her tenure that the country
was granted the status of a candidate country for accession to the European Union.
Šekerinska was a Member of the Parliament during four terms, presiding over the
National Council for European Integration since its establishment.
Šekerinska was decorated with the Order “Commander of the National Order for Merit
of France” in 2018 for outstanding civic service. In 2005, Šekerinska was awarded with
the title – Young Global Leader by the World Economic Forum for her achievements
and dedication in the field of European integration of the Western Balkans.
She has led two OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission for the elections in the
Kyrgyz Republic and Armenia.
Radmila Šekerinska to date is the only woman in North Macedonia who has held the
position of Minister of Defense and still the only head any of the major political parties
in the country (being the President of the Social Democratic Union of Macedonia from
2006 to 2008).
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ACRONYMS

BiH

Bosnia and Herzegovina

CEE

Central and Eastern Europe

EFDS

European Forum for Democracy and Solidarity

EU

European Union

FES

Friedrich Ebert Stiftung

FMS

Foundation Max van der Stoel

MEP

Member of the European Parliament

NGO’s

Non-Governmental Organisations

ODIHR

Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights

OPIC

Olaf Palme International Centre

OSCE

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe

PES

Party of European Socialists

SDUM

Social Democratic Union of Macedonia

SDP BiH

Social Democratic Party of Bosnia and Herzegovina

UNDP

United Nations Development Programme

UN

United Nations
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