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The policy paper launch event gathered experts and EU stakeholders to discuss the
evolving role of civil society in driving economic development and advancing digital
transformation across the Eastern Partnership (EaP) countries.

Ms Haykuhi Harutyunyan, Policy Paper Author, emphasised the importance of cross-
sectoralapproachestoeconomic growth anddigitalisationin the Eastern Partnership
region. She outlined the varying national contexts, from Azerbaijan’s strong energy
sectorcooperationwiththe EUtoBelarus’increased economicdependanceonRussia.
The Republic of Moldova and Ukraine strengthened EU alignment and diversification,
with Moldova receiving €1.8 billion EU aid package in 2024 and Ukraine securing
alternative export routes for its agricultural goods. Georgia, which had previously
increased trade with the EU, has shown signs of stronger political and economic
alignment with Russia since 2023. Key challenges in economic diversification include
limited capacity to meet EU standards, high logistics costs, weak infrastructure and
certification systems, low product quality, reliance on Russia, and SME difficulties
with financing and digital readiness. Ms Harutyunyan highlighted the need of civil
society’s participation in effective economic policymaking, citing Moldova and
Georgia’s DCFTA frameworks as examples of structured and regular consultation
which could serve this purpose. Ukraine also has a strong civil society role in EU
integration-related processes. At the same time, she stressed the need to better
include rural voices and local needs in national strategies. Digitalisation, while
advancing across all six countries, faces hurdles such as weak data protection
laws, limited cybersecurity strategies and lack of legal frameworks for digital
system designs. She called for institutionalised consultation mechanisms for CSOs
in digitalisation, capacity building in digital marketing and e-commerce as well as
funding support for digital inclusion projects.

Mr Thibault Charlet, Programme Manager for Digital Transition and Economic
Development at DG Enlargement and Eastern Neighbourhood, European Commission,



outlined the EU’s digital transformation agenda in the Eastern Partnership through
the EU4Digital Initiative, which extends the benefits of the Digital Single Market to
the EaP countries. Launched in 2016, the initiative covers areas from e-commerce and
digital infrastructure to cybersecurity and digital governance. He mentioned the Digital
Compass, structured around digital infrastructure, skills, governance, and businesses,
and the Competitiveness Compass which ensures that digital progress translates into
productivity. A major focus was on regulatory approximation, helping EaP countries
align with EU standards and attract digital investment. Mr Charlet emphasised civil
society’s involvement in EU projects related to cybersecurity and innovation as well as
EU support for women'’s entrepreneurship in technology. The EU support also extends
to municipalities, with over 400 having benefited from small grants to advance digital
planning and services in cooperation with CSOs and businesses. Finally, the EU for
Digital Academy was presented as a key program offering training to SMEs in digital
marketing and online commerce.

Ms Svitlana Taran, Policy Analyst at the European Policy Centre, highlighted the
renewed strategic importance of Eastern Partnership countries in the context of the
EU’s trade diversification and connectivity agenda, particularly in light of Russia’s war
of aggression against Ukraine. She emphasised that the EU’s Global Gateway initiative
could explore possibilities of integration of the EaP countries into European connectivity
frameworks. Regarding civil society’s participation, Ukraine’'s experience demonstrates
how engagement in policymaking can strengthen governance, as NGO networks have
been key partners to the Ukrainian government in implementing reforms since 2014.
She strongly recommended making participation of civil society a core condition for EU
financial and technical assistance across the EaP region. Current EU aid to Ukraine and
Moldova already reflects this approach, tying support to structured involvement of civil
society. This model should be expanded to other EaP countries to ensure both reform
credibility and sustainable economic growth.

The panel examined both the challenges and opportunities facing CSOs in advancing
inclusive governance and transparency. It provided a valuable platform to exchange
practical strategies for strengthening CSO participation in the development and
implementation of economic and digital policies across the EaP region.
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The information and views set out in this report are those of the author(s) and do not
necessarily reflect the official opinion of the European Commission.
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