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Executive Summary

Peace Corps has been present in North Macedonia since 1996, by invitation of the Government of North
Macedonia. More than 800 Volunteers have worked with schools, local municipalities, civic society organization,
and public institutions to meet the diverse needs of the communities throughout the country. As such, youth has
always been one of the main focuses of Peace Corps in North Macedonia. Our Volunteers have worked in
Community centers, Youth Councils, Schools, Universities, Civil Society Organizations (CSOs), and they have been
engaging young people through their work with projects, activities, trainings, clubs, camps and much more.
Among many successful activities undertaken by Peace Corps Volunteers are the Young Men’s Leadership Camp,
Girl’s Leading Our World Camp (and the clubs that follow them), Essay Challenge Contest, Spelling Bee, Traveling
Camps, and other community initiated activities for youth.

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected, and it keeps influencing lives in many negative ways. Although young
people have not been the main risk group for hospitalization and death from the virus, however, since the
beginning of the pandemic they have been on the frontline when it comes to negative experiences that are social,
educational, and financial in nature, and clearly their physical and mental health are at risk.

In March, 2020, all Peace Corps Volunteers were evacuated from the all countries due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
During these past several months, Peace Corps North Macedonia has stayed in contact with rural communities
via regular online training and workshops, email and phone communication and other activities. As COVID-19
changed many aspects of reality in North Macedonia, Peace Corps wanted to learn more about the needs,
challenges, and consequences the pandemic had on youth in the country. Therefore, we decided to have a
comprehensive research study on this subject so that we can adequately understand the unique needs and
challenges for youth.

This research study analyzes many aspects of young people’s lives including educational, social, economic,
emotional health, youth participation, and inclusion of marginalized groups. In addition, the study reveals the
activism and volunteering practices of the youth. The institutional response to the pandemic, and the role of the
civic sector is also analyzed. Therefore, this study offers a unique, cross-sectional inquiry of the youth,
government institutions and civic sector that aims to understand how the youth in North Macedonia are coping
with the pandemic.
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“What are the needs and the challenges of the youth in North Macedonia during and
after COVID-19, and what can Peace Corps North Macedonia do to support these
needs?”

Methodology

This study employed four different data collection methods: 1) Qualitative desk analysis of relevant youth sector
legislative frameworks and reports from the Government of North Macedonia, INGOs and NGOs; 2) Interviews
with representatives of relevant state institutions’; 3) Focus groups with CSOs"; and 4) Digital survey of 1,002
young people aged 15-29 from diverse backgrounds that reflects the population distribution across the eight
Planning Regions of North Macedonia™.

1. Number of Government
measures a single respondent
benefited from

In terms of legal framework, a lot has been done in the
past years to improve and advance the youth position in
our country. In response to the pandemic, a law on youth
allowances was announced offering financial support to
young people to deal with the overall situation, and
several other economic measurements were introduced
by the government. However, the response to these
measurements from the youth is concerning. The data
and the online survey (Chart 1) show that very low
percentage of participants benefited from these

10.1%

measures. Although respondents feel they are well
informed about the Government.economlc measures, . _— o THREE AND
almost 48% of the respondents did not use any of the MORE

Government measures.

As many as 65% of respondents had increased levels of anxiety/panic during the pandemic (Chart 2), and 48%
had increased levels of stress due to the campaign for responsibility and solidarity of young people with the
elderly and vulnerable groups during the pandemic. Among female respondents, there is a significantly higher
degree of increased anxiety (for 71% of female respondents) compared to 55% of male respondents. And the
level of stress, although with a smaller difference, is higher in girls and women (51%) than in boys and men (43%).
When it comes to the level of anxiety during the pandemic, no significant differences are found in the responses
among different age and ethnic categories. Half of the young people surveyed (52%) experienced mental health
problems, and 39% problems with physical health, because of the COVID-19 crisis.

2. Has your level of anxiety changed during the pandemic?

80.0% 71.3% s o
. 0
£0.0% 55.4%
40.0%
19.9%

20.0% 15.5% 12.8% 12.3% 13.8% 15.1%

“HAlN” “mlm> =mEN>
O'O% _ — |

Male Female Total

B |t decreased B Remained the same M It increased | don't feel anxiety | prefere not to answer

3|Page



Civic society and youth engagement

Since civic engagement as a concept is a crucial component for a healthy democratic society, the focus of this
study, among others, was to discover the extent of youth civic engagement during the pandemic. International
and domestic CSOs had different program opportunities for young people to volunteer or participate in. Several
reports and studies were written and carried out by different organizations on this topic. For example, the Center
for Youth Activism KRIK issued a short report (April 2020) on the challenges and needs of the civic society sector
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Among the most significant challenges to the CSOs, were: canceled or delayed
projects, lack of finances, and inability to finish financial and administrative tasks. In terms of education and
awareness-raising on public health during the pandemic, most of the CSOs launched informative campaigns,
online education content, new technological tools, and volunteer opportunities to help elderly people. The CSOs
stated that they need financial support from the state, access to more online tools, and ability to adapt their
work, as well as more information regarding the institutions and donors.

One finding from the report is that the percentage of young people who were members of an organization, group,
or club did not significantly change before or during the pandemic. With that, only a quarter of responders were
active in these activities. As for volunteering, there was a 12% drop in the number of youth who volunteered
from 29% to 17%. Of the respondents who named that they volunteered, they also overwhelmingly stated that
the volunteer experience was very positive for them. In almost every category more than 80% answered positive:
helped them to spend their free time doing good deeds; increased their personal sense of satisfaction/happiness;
helped them stay mentally strong; and helped them feel physically active/healthy.

When youth were asked why they were not involved in youth organizations, the report found the following: 21%
of respondents said that they do not know any youth organization where they can get involved, 13% said they
do not believe youth organizations actually help young people and another 12% said they think that the youth
organizations are not transparent enough. Similar results were documented for the local youth councils: almost
34% of the respondents said that they do not know how to join them.

Those CSOs that already an online presence before the pandemic, such as platforms, portals, websites, etc.,
continued to involve young people in activities, through writing and translating texts, exchanging information,
providing educational materials, and disseminating recommendations for protection against COVID-19. For some
of the CSOs, the pandemic had a positive impact. Holding online activities (Chart 3) allowed some CSOs to reach
young people from rural communities where previously they didn’t have a presence; this allowed young people
to join online clubs. Therefore, some CSOs plan to keep these online clubs even after the pandemic ends. This
should motivate other CSOs in the future to consider more online opportunities for the young people, especially
from rural areas.

3. To what extend you have been participating in the
following online activites?

B Very offten B Sometimes Never

Connecting on social media 37.6% 34.2%
Conferences/Lectures
Meetings
Gaming

Workshops/Webinars 16.1% 35.1%
Volunteering [WEYA 18.4%
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Education

When the pandemic was declared, education was one of the most immediate challenges the world had to deal
with. The COVID-19 pandemic created one of the largest disruptions of the education system in North
Macedonia, affecting almost all students in the country. Physical distance from the classroom required new
technologies and equipment, parental supervision, and learning new teaching methods for the teachers.
Students lost motivation; parents (especially mothers) were faced with an increased workload as they stayed at
home to homeschool; families were faced with the danger of losing jobs because of the need to take care of their
children; and families faced challenges to provide the necessary equipment for online schooling.

At the beginning of the pandemic, most of the people agreed that learning needs to take place online, i.e. 65%
of the population did not agree that the schools should reopen in Sept 2020 (Mihajlovska, lvanovska, Krzalovski,
2020). In the summer of 2020, more than half of the teachers considered that the number of pupils/students
having some difficulties with the curriculum had increased, and 77% of the teachers reported difficulties to stay
in contact with students while they were learning from home (Reactor-research in action, 2020). This same report
contains conclusions that most of the teachers needed further training for using the new educational technology.
High school students had difficulties with motivation and taking school seriously, and many had help from other
students and parents, which made grading unfair. Making valid attendance lists was also challenging, as students
were only present via their electronic devices, but not actually following the class.

Poverty is another challenge some students are facing and this is affecting their online education. 17% of the
participants do not have the needed learning equipment (tablet, computer), and almost 14% cannot afford
regular internet connection. When asked “What challenges have you met in the educational process during the
online learning?” most of participants pointed to lack of motivation (74%), internet connection (54%), and a bad
curriculum/ program (50%).

4. Has your houshold faced some of the following difficulties
during the pandemic? (by ethnicity)
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Marginalized groups have faced even more challenges during the pandemic. When asked “Has your household
faced some of the following difficulties during the pandemic?” (Chart 4) respondents from the Roma community
consistently scored nearly double the percentage than other ethnic groups. In addition, Roma youth has the
highest rate of those that did not use any Government measure/support (63% of the Roma), and more than 80%
of the Roma respondents stopped their education during the pandemic.

Recommendations

A general conclusion from the thematic analysis of strategies, legislation, and measures addressing the situation
of youth tells us that the government has acknowledged the issues, but should focus more on the challenges that
youth faced during the pandemic. This includes not only economic, but, educational, and health both mental and
physical and the government should provide more concrete and focused measures. A high percentage of youth
said they were unable to access these measures and were unaware of them, so the government should make
sure that it is clear to families how they can register and benefit from these COVID subsidies.

The study shows that poverty is another challenge, as 17% of the participants do not have the needed learning
equipment (computers), and almost 14% cannot afford regular internet connection. Therefore, it is very
important for the institutions to take into consideration these challenges, in order to be able to adequately
respond to the needs of all the students in the country.

The lack of knowledge for youth engagement opportunities and lack of trust in the youth organizations, should
be a call for the youth sector in general to pay more attention to their programs and transparency in order to be
more approachable to the youth. The online activities that were successfully implemented by some organizations
and that will continue to be available for the youth even after the pandemic, should be an example how to reach
out to young people from more rural communities that usually do not have access to in-person activities.

Furthermore, the study shows that the Roma community, in addition to the stigma they face, discrimination and
poverty, the pandemic has increased the level of the everyday challenges they are facing. Therefore, the Roma
community needs more support from the state, CSO sector and international community.
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How can Peace Corps address these challenges in the post-pandemic
North Macedonia?

Seeing the results from this research study and the negative effect of the pandemic on the youth of North
Macedonian, we at Peace Corps North Macedonia remain dedicated to continue our work and service for the
benefit of the communities in North Macedonia, with the support of our valued partners: local governmental
institutions, CSOs and interested counterparts. We will continue to provide trainings, workshops, small projects
assistance and other support to the young people, marginalized groups, CSO sector, local institutions and school
staff from across the country.

Since April 2020, Peace Corps North Macedonia has offered various online trainings and workshops for teachers,
school staff, and parents. In the beginning we offered few trainings on how to deal with the new online teaching
reality, such as trainings on “Effective Teaching Tools” and “Zoom Tools and Google Classroom: Effective Online
Teaching”. Some of the trainings have been supported by the Bureau for Development of Education. The trainings
were delivered in English, Macedonian and Albanian language, depending on the topic and the interest. So far,
more than 800 participants have attended these online trainings and we have received positive feedback. Other
topics offered for teachers and school staff were: Developing Creativity as a Teacher; Digital Youth Engagement;
Motivating Students in Online Classrooms; Online Resources in Teaching English; Effective Online Teaching;
Understanding and Managing Student Behavior; Classroom Management; Effective Online Teaching; Teaching
Essay Writing.

In response to the challenges faced by the civic sector in the country, Peace Corps North Macedonia has delivered
several online workshops for interested organizations and representatives from civic and public sector. The topics
include: Digital Tools for Organizations; Digital Youth Engagement; Project Design Management (in collaboration
with Regional Youth Cooperation Office); Foundations of Youth Development; Participatory Analysis for
Community Action (PACA). More than 500 people have attended these workshops, with representatives from
different municipalities, NGOs, universities, and schools.

As a response to the results of this study, one of our main focuses will be the promotion of volunteerism in North
Macedonia, especially among the youth population. Our desire is to collaborate with organizations and
institutions, both local and national, in our effort to increase the interest for volunteerism and active civic
engagement.

ENDNOTES

' The institutions involved in these semi-structured interviews are: the Youth and Youth Policies Adviser to the Prime Minister of North
Macedonia, Agency for youth and sport, Ministry for Science and Education, National Agency for European Educational Programs, Ministry
for Labor and Social Policy, Agency for Employment, while Bureau for Development of Education and Ministry of Health responded that
they do not have competences for addressing youth issues.

ii CSOs and CSO Networks participating in the focus groups are: Humanitarian and Charitable Roma Association ,,Mesecina“ — Gostivar;
SPPMD Institute Macedonia; Civil association for the assistance of homeless and socially disadvantaged families and individuals KINDNESS;
HOPS Healthy Options Project Skopje; Local Development Agency Struga (LDA); Info Front- Prilep; Mladi Info International; Association for
Legal Education and Transparency LET STATION; Association for multicultural integration Inclusion Ohrid; The Center for Youth Activism
Krik; MOF-Youth Educational Forum, Rural Coalition — Kichevo; The National Youth Council of Macedonia (NYCM); Volunteers Centre-
Skopje.

ii In terms of age, the sample includes young people from 15-19 (23%), 20-24 (38%) and 25-29 (39%). Regarding ethnicity, 79% of the
sample are ethnic Macedonians, 15% ethnic Albanians, and 6% are other smaller ethnic communities. Almost 52% of the respondents
have completed secondary education, while 27% university degree.
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