
 

  

Dear reader,  

We are pleased to present you the Expert Forum Association's Annual Activity 

Report for 2023. The document provides an overview of our organization's efforts, 

achievements, and contributions across various domains pivotal to democracy, 

transparency, and civic engagement.  

Throughout the year, the Expert Forum remained committed to its mission to 

champion democratic values, fight back against illiberalism, advocate for 

transparent governance and encourage active citizenship. Our activities covered a 

broad spectrum, including electoral monitoring, combating disinformation, 

promoting civic education, and supporting the rights of vulnerable communities. 

In this Annual Report we discuss the obstacles encountered, the progress 

achieved, and the significant impact of our initiatives.  

Our gratitude goes to all our partners, stakeholders, friends and donors for their 

constant support. Their contribution is essential for us to continue our critical work 

in promoting democracy in Romania and the broader Black Sea Region.  

Sincerely,  

EFOR team 
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Team Highlights: Achievements in 2023  

Laura Ștefan, Executive Director of Expert Forum  

In 2023, Laura Ștefan, as the Executive Director of Expert Forum (EFOR) and the 

coordinator of the justice and anti-corruption program, has illustrated a remarkable 

level of commitment and achievement in enhancing transparency, accountability, and 

the fight against corruption on both national and international stages. Among her 

notable accomplishments, Laura concluded her four-year tenure as chairperson of the 

Regional Anti-Corruption Initiative (RAI), during which she signed a pivotal data 

exchange treaty with Moldova for administrative control of asset declarations. She 

also played a key role as one of the three auditors in the audit report of the National 

Agency for Preventing Corruption (NACP) for the period 2020-2021, contributing to 

significant insights into the agency's operations and effectiveness.  

In a significant acknowledgment of her expertise, Laura was appointed by 

Ukraine’s Cabinet of Ministers as a member of the Selection Commission to choose 

the new Chairperson of NACP, underscoring her international recognition. Her 

involvement in this crucial selection process reflects her dedication to supporting 

Ukraine's resilience and innovation in its anti-corruption efforts, even amidst 

challenging circumstances.   

Moreover, Laura's influence extended to major platforms such as the OECD 

Integrity Week 2023, where she shared her insights as a speaker and panelist, marking 

her as a leading voice in anti-corruption dialogues. Her participation at the 10th 

Conference of the States Parties to the United Nations Convention against Corruption 

in the United States together with our colleague Cezara Grama further highlighted her 

active engagement in global anti-corruption movements. At this event, Laura, 

representing EFOR, engaged in vibrant discussions on critical issues such as political 

financing, asset recovery, public procurement, gender equality, and youth engagement, 

alongside over 900 NGOs from around the world.  

Laura Ștefan's activities in 2023 embody her profound impact on advancing the 

cause of justice, anti-corruption, and good governance, marking her as a pivotal figure 

in shaping a transparent and accountable society.  
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Otilia Nuțu, Board Member of Expert Forum  

Expert Forum, as a member of the Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum, has 

continued its active advocacy to raise the attention of the international community on 

Europe's neighborhood, on the background of Russia's ongoing aggression in Ukraine. 

Otilia Nutu, as co-chair of EaP CSF, spoke on behalf of the civil society demanding 

enhanced support to the region at the 10th Ordinary Session of the Euronest 

Parliamentary Assembly in Chisinau, on February 22, 2023. Otilia Nutu also co-chaired 

EaP CSF's Annual Assembly in Brussels, which delivered a joint, multi-sectorial 

position of the civil society from the Eastern Partnership ahead of the political 

challenges of 2024, in Europe and globally. Throughout 2023, Otilia Nutu advocated 

both in Brussels and in Bucharest for the strengthening of EaP policy as well as for the 

internal reform of EaP CSF as the main counterpart of the EU from the civil society of 

the region.  

Specifically on energy, we published articles for the German Marshall Fund of the 

United States on energy as core driver of security in the region; for the Friedrich 

Naumann Foundation on lessons learned from Ukraine for EU's energy policy; and 

contributed to the Eastern Partnership perspective in a new book published on the 

consequences of the war in Ukraine. We also demanded Europe not to compromise 

with Azerbaijan on human rights for the sake of energy deals at the joint meeting of 

the Committee on Political Affairs, Human Rights and Democracy and of the 

Committee on Energy Security of Euronest, on November 13, 2023.  
  

  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/euronest/en/plenary/10th-ordinary-session
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/euronest/en/plenary/10th-ordinary-session
https://eap-csf.eu/our-events/aa2023/
https://eap-csf.eu/papers-and-statements-2/resolution-of-the-eastern-partnership-civil-society-forum/
https://eap-csf.eu/papers-and-statements-2/resolution-of-the-eastern-partnership-civil-society-forum/
https://www.gmfus.org/download/article/21939
https://shop.freiheit.org/download/P2@1587/789806/PP_Energy%20Security_WEB.pdf
https://carturesti.ro/carte/razboiul-2202871910
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/278132/20231113_Draft%20agenda_POL-ENER_joint%20meeting_1289530EN.pdf
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1. Active Citizenship  

1.1 EFOR Annual Report Event - February 2023  

The purpose of the event, which took place in February 2023, was to launch EFOR's 

annual report, focusing on the theme of "What the EU learns after a year of war in 

Ukraine about how the Union can be more resilient, primarily through substantial 

changes in the energy sector, but also through reshaping the Eastern Partnership and 

a stronger presence of voices from the new member states in joint decision-making."  

The objectives of the event were:  

-To provide a platform for discussion and analysis of the impact of the conflict in 

Ukraine on the European Union and its resilience.  

-To highlight the importance of substantial changes in the energy sector to enhance 

the resilience of the EU.  

- To emphasize the importance of civil society activism in promoting resilience and 

supporting reconstruction efforts in Ukraine.  

The event brought together stakeholders from various sectors, including 

representatives from the European Commission, the Eastern Partnership Civil 

Society Forum, the Romanian Government, and partners from Ukraine and Moldova. 

It provided an opportunity for experts, policymakers, and civil society actors to 

exchange ideas, share insights, and discuss concrete actions to strengthen the 

resilience of the EU and support the reconstruction of Ukraine.  

Read more here  

  

https://expertforum.ro/raport-anual-2023/
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1.2 Community Paralegal Program - Enhancing 

the Capacity of Roma Communities in Romania  

The Community Paralegal Program aims to empower marginalized communities by 

providing legal assistance and promoting access to justice. Through a network of 

trained paralegals, the program offers support to individuals facing legal challenges, 

including discrimination, eviction, and access to social services.  

The program comprises several key components aimed at enhancing legal 

empowerment and access to justice for community members. Firstly, it provides 

rigorous paralegal training sessions covering a range of legal topics crucial for 

effective assistance.  

These trained paralegals then offer valuable legal advice, document assistance, and 

representation in administrative proceedings, aiding community members in 

navigating complex legal processes and advocating for their rights. Moreover, it 

facilitates referrals to specialized legal professionals when needed, ensuring 

community members receive appropriate legal support.   

Lastly, the program engages in advocacy efforts and pushes for policy changes and 

legal reforms to address systemic injustices, striving to create more inclusive and 

equitable legal systems through the voices of affected individuals.  

During the six-month pilot period, seven community paralegals directly assisted 

over 500 individuals across various regions including Fagaras, Sacele, Malu Mare, 

Buzau, Braila, Insuratei, Tichilesti, Viziru, Sutesti, and Unirea. To build trust within 

the communities, the paralegals conducted information sessions, engaging over 

6000 participants, to elucidate their role and how they could offer assistance. The 

most common requests received by the paralegals encompassed obtaining 

property documents, information on property legalization, cadastral operations, 

succession matters, assistance with identity documents, social housing 

applications, tenants' association setup, access to social services, and support in 

family law, education, and employment issues.  

Read more about the program here.  

https://expertforum.ro/program/parajurist-comunitar/
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1.3  Reports: The status of the refugees from 

Ukraine  

This report sheds light on the socio-economic challenges faced by Ukrainian 

immigrants in Romania. It emphasizes the importance of integration efforts and calls 

for greater awareness among policymakers about the needs of this vulnerable 

population.  

Socio-Economic Profile: Who are Ukrainians in Romania?  

EFOR's report on the socio-economic profile of Ukrainian immigrants in Romania 

provides crucial insights into the challenges faced by this demographic. With a focus 

on integration efforts, the report highlights the need for policymakers to be more 

aware of the needs of Ukrainian refugees. Key findings from the report indicate that a 

significant portion of Ukrainian immigrants in Romania are of working age and have 

dependent children, with women comprising nearly 70% of the sample. The report 

raises questions about the accuracy of official data and underscores the sensitivity 

surrounding the presence of men of working age. EFOR's decision to explore this 

topic and provide valuable data makes it an essential resource for both the press and 

the government, as it offers unique insights into an underrepresented demographic, 

aiding in the development of targeted policies and support systems.  

Read more about our work here  

1.4  "Teaching for Democracy" Program   

Democracy exists as long as citizens demand it. Unfortunately, Romania is still lagging 

behind when it comes to the rule of law and democratic practices. Civic education is 

essential for empowering citizens, especially youth, but schools, in general, do not create 

learning opportunities for young people to become active citizens in their communities and 

to detect and counter deviations from the rule of law and bad governance.  

  

Our program aims to support 24 middle-school teachers in Romania in creating such 

learning opportunities for their students. We created and tested 4 lesson plans covering 4 

topics from the Education for Democratic Citizenship curriculum for the 7th grade. These 

materials will help teachers teach these topics more engagingly and interactively. To 

successfully implement these lesson plans in their classes, teachers will participate in 4 

https://expertforum.ro/cine-sunt-ucrainenii/


  8 

webinars to help them have a better understanding of the topics approached in the lesson 

plans and how to best use them in their classroom.  

Key Components:  

Understanding Teachers’ Needs: Consultation with experienced teachers to identify 

challenging topics and teaching methods, informing the development of targeted 

materials.  

Designing and Testing Materials: Development of four pilot themes by education 

experts, ensuring alignment with curriculum objectives and pilot-testing in classrooms 

for feedback.  

Training of Trainers for Teachers: Conducting four online workshops led by EFOR to 

train middle-school teachers on key concepts of democracies and ways to approach 

these topics with their students   

Implementation and Feedback: Providing teachers with lesson plans for integration 

into the curriculum, and encouraging feedback for continuous improvement.  

Through these streamlined components, the "Teaching for Democracy" initiative 

aims to enhance civic education quality in Romanian middle schools, fostering 

active citizenship among students.  

Read more about the program here   

1.5 Escape Fake 2.0 - Digital Democracy and 

Media Literacy   

Escape Fake 2.0, developed by the consortium, aimed to enhance media literacy 

among young people through innovative digital tools. It employed an interdisciplinary 

approach, integrating immersive technology, interactive experiences, and 

collaboration across the audiovisual, media, educational, and cultural sectors. The 

project facilitated knowledge exchange among professionals working on fake news, 

promoting transformative approaches to media literacy.  

Escape Fake 2.0 was implemented from 2022 to 2023, funded by the Calouste 

Gulbenkian Foundation and the European Union through the Creative Europe 

Program. The consortium consisted of Polycular (Austria), Expert Forum 

(Romania), La Fabbrica (Italy), and ProProgressione (Hungary)  

https://scoalapentrudemocratie.ro/teaching-for-democracy/


  9 

Read more about our work in the consortium here.   

1.6 Let’s Talk About You(th)! Spring edition  

In the past year, we conducted a spring edition of our Let’s Talk About You(th)! 

platform, which engaged 60 participants from Bucharest, Brașov, Constanta, Focșani, 

and Tecuci in addressing pressing community issues over a period of approximately 

four months.   

Facilitated by five coordinating teachers, 24 coordinating students, and EFOR staff, 

participants utilized the Let’s Talk about YOU(th)! method, which involved four online 

introductory workshops, preparatory coaching sessions, and a public speaking 

competition held in Bucharest.   

To foster collaboration, 68 students were selected and divided into 12 mixed teams, 

allowing them to meet peers from different cities and collectively identify shared 

community challenges.   

EFOR organized workshops covering topics such as community dynamics, public 

administration, issue analysis, speech and infographic creation, misinformation 

awareness, and research skills.   

Coaching sessions provided constructive feedback and support, culminating in the 

public speaking competition held on May 5th at Liceul Teoretic "Dante Alighieri" in 

Bucharest. The competition featured 53 participants supported by over 20 

coordinators across three components: infographics presentation, speech 

presentation, and next steps planning. This initiative empowered youth to address 

local challenges effectively and promoted civic engagement and community 

activism.  

1.7 Let’s Talk About You(th)! Regional 

Competitions & Summer Camp  

Lead Organization: Expert Forum Association (EFOR) in collaboration with "Grigore 

Tocilescu" Theoretical High School in Mizil, Prahova.  

Project Overview: EFOR and 18 coordinating teachers organized four local Let's Talk 

about YOU(th)! (LTY) competitions in partner high schools across Buzău, Găești, 

https://scoalapentrudemocratie.ro/portfolio/escape-fake/
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Galați, and Mizil. These competitions involved high school students delivering 3-

minute speeches on pressing community issues. A two-day summer camp held in 

Bucharest served as the regional phase for 24 qualified students, supported by 3 

student coordinators, volunteers, and EFOR members.   

The project aimed to empower students to address local challenges, with 

preparatory workshops covering issue identification, research, and public speaking 

skills. Expert-led sessions focused on media literacy, design thinking, and advocacy. 

The initiative culminated in a competition and award ceremony in July, promoting 

youth engagement and community impact.  

 

2. Electoral Systems and Good Governance  

2.1 Political finance in 2023  

EFOR continued its series of reports and debates on political finance. One of the 

most important topics remains the increased value of subsidies received by a few 

political parties, which allow them to create a monopoly. In 2023, there was no 

significant improvement regarding the transparency of political party expenditures 

from public funds, nor more accountability from the parties. Media contracts remain 

non-transparent, with only a few details appearing in some investigations 

 

EFOR consistently published reports related to party income and expenditures. 

Furthermore, it released a new section of its Banipartide.ro platform, where it visually 

illustrates how parties spend public funds - https://www.banipartide.ro/subventii  

 

A proposed law aimed at making political advertising materials transparent and 

requiring parties to consistently report on fund destinations stalled in the Chamber 

of Deputies, with slim chances of passing before the 2024 electoral year. Although 

consensus was reached on approving the European Parliament and Council 

Regulation on transparency and targeting in political advertising, the rules regarding 

political advertising transparency are not expected to come into force anytime soon. 

EFOR submitted comments regarding the draft law and followed closely its 

development. At the same time, EFOR initiated an ample analysis of political 

https://www.banipartide.ro/subventii
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expenditure through social media, aiming to reveal both the financial implications, 

but also the main topics which have been promoted.  

 Read the full reports here.  

2.2. Providing expertise and creating networks 

to increase public integrity  

EFOR published several toolkits on monitoring of public resources and unveiling 

political influence in procurement. Furthermore, it held training on this topic for 

several communities of journalists and citizens. EFOR also worked with law 

enforcement officers to increase their capacity of investigating financial crimes, with 

support of Norwegian partners.  

Read our toolkits here.  

2.2 Preparing election observation and 

identifying the major loopholes of the 

legislation for the EP elections  

In response to the challenges presented by the legislation governing the organization 
of the European Parliament elections, EFOR took proactive steps to analyze the 
shortcomings and advocate for necessary changes. Our analysis revealed a need for 
more unity and clarity within the legislative framework, particularly noting that Law 
33/2007 had become outdated and failed to align with modernized legislation, 
technological advancements, and structural shifts since its inception.  

Our advocacy efforts were driven by a recognition of the urgent need for 

modifications to address these issues. We reacted swiftly to the situation, 

emphasizing the imperative of updating the legislation to ensure its relevance and 

effectiveness in practice. Our actions reflected a commitment to promoting 

transparency, efficiency, and fairness in the electoral process, despite the apparent 

lack of interest from ruling parties in European Parliament elections. Through our 

advocacy, we sought to catalyze meaningful change that would better serve the 

electorate's interests and uphold democratic principles. Some of our 

recommendations were acknowledged by authorities and were adopted in the 

legislation for the 2024 EP elections.  

https://www.banipartide.ro/rapoarte
https://expertforum.ro/ghiduri/
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 Read more here.  

2.3 Monitoring the implementation of the 

national programs for local development  

EFOR released several analysis regarding the implementation of the national 

programs for the local development. Our reports are based on date published by 

theMinistry of Development, Public Works, and Administration (MDLPA), as a result 

of our advocacy efforts, including through the activities included in the National 

Action Plan of the Open Government Partnership. We released updated statistics on 

the implementation of the Anghel Saligny program, the National Program for Local 

Development and the projects implemented by the National Investments Company. 

The reports were also discussed during a public debate organized by EFOR and 

attented by institutions, MPs and journalists. 

Read more here.  

  

https://expertforum.ro/problemele-grave-europarlamentare/
https://expertforum.ro/?s=saligny
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2.4 Advocating for Effective Whistleblower 

Protection in Central and Eastern Europe:  

Following the European Union's approval of new whistleblower protection measures 

in 2019 through Directive 2019/1937, EFOR has been actively monitoring the 

implementation progress in member states. Despite the completion of the EU 

Directive nearly four years ago and the deadline for its transposition passing two 

years ago, significant gaps remain in the implementation process across Central and 

Eastern Europe. Our latest report, "Beyond Paper Rights: Implementation of 

Whistleblower Protection in Central and Eastern Europe," highlights concerns 

regarding Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, and Romania.  

Read more here  

2.5 Promoting Transparency and Participation 

in the Romanian Local Politics:  

As the local political cycle for 2020-2024 enters its final year, EFOR has been 
advocating for greater transparency and participation in Romanian local politics. 
Despite expectations, authorities have yet to establish a public database containing 
information on over 46,000 local elected officials. In response to this gap, gathered 
data, including through extensive use of FOIA and compiled a publicly accessible 
database. Furthermore, EFOR advocated for open data in the field of elections and 
local administration.  

 
Read more here   

 

  

https://expertforum.ro/raport-directiva-avertizori/
https://expertforum.ro/alesi-locali-2020/
https://expertforum.ro/alesi-locali-2020/
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3. Energy Security Index: A Comparative 
Assessment of Romania, Ukraine, 
Moldova, Georgia  

  

In collaboration with partners from the region, EFOR conducted a thorough analysis 

of the legislative and institutional readiness for an energy crisis. This evaluation was 

crucial as it assessed the level of preparedness in Romania, Ukraine, Moldova, and 

Georgia, particularly in the new context of Russia’s war. We benchmarked an EU 

member country vs. three countries on a fast track to EU accession. This is a means 

to highlight the level of implementation of EU rules on energy security in “outsider” 

countries (where the EU’s leverage is also lower) vs EU “insiders” (which are, at least 

in theory, fully bound by internal regulations and effective infringement mechanisms 

in case of failure to transpose directives 

 

The report highlighted disparities between the regulatory frameworks and their 

practical implementation. As expected, Romania fares relatively well in absolute 

terms. But remarkably, in Romania, the adherence to European directives and 

regulations was lower than expected when we started the project, whereas Ukraine, 

Moldova and Georgia have a stronger sense of urgency because of the war and are 

rapidly catching up with the missing plans, strategies, and legislative 

approximations. In Romania, despite plans and strategies being de facto mandated 

by Brussels, the execution of these measures was found to be inadequate and, most 

importantly, not effectively monitored: in short, we mostly produce paperwork to tick 

the appropriate box, and there is no follow-up to see whether the measures 

committed to are implemented. Additionally, the report pointed out deficiencies in 

coordination between national and regional energy plans, as well as misguided 

policies such as excessive price regulation and plans to increase natural gas 

consumption, which could potentially undermine long-term energy security. 

 

Overall, the report serves as a wake-up call for policymakers and stakeholders to 

address these shortcomings and take proactive measures to enhance energy 

security and resilience in the region. 
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 Read more here    

4. Disinformation Monitoring 

4.1 Report: Disinformation Narratives in 

Romania in 2023  

 

The report provided valuable insights into the level of backing Ukraine received from 

EU member states, with Romania positioned unfavorably in the lower quartile of 

support according to the Eurobarometer. This information was essential for 

policymakers and stakeholders to gauge Romania's stance and identify areas for 

improvement in fostering solidarity with Ukraine.   

 

Additionally, the report shed light on the effectiveness of Kremlin propaganda in 

influencing public opinion, highlighting the resilience of support for Ukraine despite 

external pressures. Critically, it drew attention to the perceived shortcomings of the 

Romanian government, led by Prime Minister Nicolae Ciucă, in effectively 

communicating its support for Ukraine, despite tangible actions such as arms 

deliveries. By highlighting these issues, the report catalyzed discussions and 

potential policy adjustments to strengthen Romania's commitment to supporting 

Ukraine and promoting solidarity within the EU.  

  

Read more here   

  

https://expertforum.ro/indicele-securitatii-energetice-o-evaluare-comparativa-romania-ucraina-moldova-georgia/
https://expertforum.ro/un-an-de-agresiune-monitorizare-dezinformare/
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4.2 Debate and Report: Impact of New 

Regulations on Political Advertising at the 

European Level  
This activity was vital as it addressed the implementation of the European 

Parliament and Council Regulation on transparency and targeting of political 

advertising in 2024, marking the first application of such regulations at the European 

level. The regulation aimed to enhance accountability among actors involved in the 

electoral process across the EU. It introduced new reporting requirements for entities 

commissioning and publishing political advertising, to increase transparency and 

integrity in political and electoral processes.  

 By organizing a debate on the main changes brought about by this regulation and its 

impact on the political advertising market and transparency, Expert Forum facilitated 

informed discussions among stakeholders. Additionally, the debate explored the 

regulation's connections with the Digital Services Act and its implementation, 

providing insights into the broader regulatory landscape concerning digital services 

and advertising.   

Moreover, considering ongoing discussions regarding the regulation of political 

advertising in Romania through the amendment of Law 334/2006, this debate held 

significant relevance for Romanian policymakers and stakeholders. By fostering 

dialogue between relevant institutions, experts, and stakeholders, this event 

contributed to shaping effective digital regulations and promoting transparency in 

political advertising, thus advancing democratic principles and safeguarding the 

integrity of electoral processes.  
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4.3 Beijing's Pressure on Romania: The China 

Index Project (II)  

Understanding China's influence in Europe is a top priority for us in Bucharest. This 

was precisely the objective of the China Index project, conceived and managed by 

the well-known Taipei-based foundation, Doublethink Lab, specializing in anti-

disinformation and digital security. Through a network of local coordinators and 

analysts, the project covered 82 countries globally in 2022. Each country was 

analyzed using 99 indicators measuring Beijing's influence, grouped into nine 

categories: Academia, Domestic Politics, Economy, Diplomacy, Police & Internal 

Affairs, Mass Media, Military Relations, Society, and Technology. The comprehensive 

database with the results can be found here.  

EFOR actively participated in this project, conducting analysis and scoring for five 

countries in the European region: Romania, Moldova, Ukraine, Italy, and the 

Netherlands, with the assistance of local analysts. Our portfolio included the 

challenging and intriguing case of Ukraine, which found itself in a complex and 

dynamic dance with Beijing. Ukraine's substantial economic and investment ties with 

China, particularly due to its strategic geographic location along the Belt and Road 

route, created a deadlock following the escalation of Russian aggression in February 

2022. Today, Kiev and Beijing view each other with suspicion but refrain from open 

diplomatic confrontation, hoping for future cooperation despite the current impasse.  

Read more here   

  

https://expertforum.ro/presiunea-beijingului-pe-romania-proiectul-china-index-ii/
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